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Recommendatory Letter 
The following letter from Rev. Andrew Broaddus (Caroline), and 

Peter Nelson, Esq. (Professor of Wingfield Academy, Hanover), is so 

gratifying to the feelings of the author that he cannot withhold from 

publication the recommendation of men so capable of judging of the 

merits of such a work: 

August 30, 1810. 

Dear Sir,ðThe examination of your History of the Rise and Progress 

of the Baptists in Virginia has indeed been to us a pleasing task; not 

merely as it has afforded us an opportunity of complying with the req-

uisition of a friendship we highly value, but from the manner in which 

the compilation is executed. 

We are far from intending the complimentary style of recommenda-

tion when we say that we consider this a truly valuable and well executed 

work. The style is perspicuous, concise, and well adapted to history; the 

arrangement clear and happily calculated to prevent confusion; and the 

matter it contains highly important and interesting to every friend of 

truth and piety. 

We cannot conclude without congratulating you on the completion of 

an undertaking so laborious as this has been, and the public on the ac-

quisition of a work calculated, in a considerable degree, to gratify the 

curious and inform the inquisitive, as well as to promote the cause of true 

religion. 

Accept the assurances of our friendship and esteem. 

Peter Nelson. 

Andrew Broaddus. 



 

Preface to the Original Edition  
Unless the compiler is wholly deceived in himself, his attempt to 

write a history of the Virginia Baptists did not spring either from the love 

of money or the love of fame. To say that these things never entered his 

thoughts would be saying what no one would believe. His motive was an 

ardent wish for the prosperity of truth, which he really thought could be 

greatly promoted by a plain and simple exhibition of Godôs dealings 

towards His people. The rise and rapid spread of the Baptists in Virginia 

was so remarkable that there are but few who do not believe that some 

historical relation of them will be productive of real advantage to true 

religion. So much were our revolutionary reformers persuaded of this 

that they made arrangements, as early as 1788, to collect materials and 

publish a history, as may be seen by turning to our history of the pro-

ceedings of the General Committee. 

If his book does not recommend itself by its polished style, deep er-

udition or rhetorical flights, he thinks that it possesses qualities that are 

more valuable in such a work. Candor and simplicity, in church history, 

appear to the author properties of primary importance. He has faithfully 

recorded the foibles and failures, as well as the virtues and praises, of his 

own people. 

The documents which were before him were of various sorts. Some 

were printed, and, of course, rested upon the veracity of the author. Some 

were old manuscripts gathered from the papers of persons long since 

dead, and which might have been hastily composed, their authors not 

expecting their publication and not being alive to give explanations. 

Some, and indeed many, were furnished by living characters, who 

doubtless always gave as correct information as they possessed. But 

from the contradictory statements of the same facts by different persons 

there must have been many mistakes. The compiler always strove to 

select from the various statements that which seemed most likely to be 

correct; yet without doubt he will be found sometimes to have been 

mistaken. His errors, however, if there are any, are chiefly, if not wholly, 

respecting matters of secondary importance. To make a satisfactory se-

lection was often extremely difficult indeed, yet the arrangement of 

materials received was not the most arduous part. An unaccountable 

backwardness of many to furnish in any way the information possessed 

rendered the task almost impracticable. All these difficulties considered, 



 

with many that cannot be expressed, the reader will do no more than 

justice to say that however incorrect the work may be in some of its 

parts, and however deficient in others, it is still a performance that must 

have cost no inconsiderable labor and solicitude. 

Whilst he expresses regret at the backwardness of some, he feels a 

more than commensurate pleasure in expressing his gratitude for the 

laudable forwardness of others. These are so numerous and so deserving 

that he is fearful, whilst he cannot insert the names of all, the sensibility 

of others might be wounded if he should mention those of the Rev. Wil-

liam Mason, of Culpeper; John Poindexter, of Louisa; A. Waller, of 

Spotsylvania; William Brame, of Richmond; Benjamin Watkins, of 

Powhatan; William Richards, of Mecklenburg; Josiah Osborne and John 

Alderson, of Greenbrier; William Howard, of Montgomery; John Jen-

kins, of Pittsylvania; Jeremiah Moore, of Fairfax; and Mr. Thomas Buck, 

of Frederick. From these a prompt and friendly aid was afforded; and, 

indeed, some exerted themselves above what could have been expected. 

From the histories of the Kehukee and Ketocton Associations, extracts 

have been made as to Portsmouth and Ketocton. To their authors he 

must, therefore, express his obligations. Mr. Lelandôs Virginia Chroni-

cle, his manuscript collection, &c., were the more valuable because they 

furnished matter which could not have been easily, if at all, obtained 

elsewhere. 

There are some parts of the history, such as treat on churches, &c., 

which will not be interesting to many readers; yet to others these places 

may be the most desirable. 

The tables prefixed to each Association are designed to exhibit a 

compendious view of the churches of which they are composed. 

In treating on churches and Associations, opportunities are often 

taken of delineating some living characters, and thereby to hold up for 

imitation the praiseworthy properties of good men; and, in a few in-

stances, by exhibiting the true characters of bad ones, a warning is of-

fered to the unwary. 

Finally, whatever may be the censures of bigots and cynics, the author 

hopes for the candid and liberal support of the friends of truth and piety; 

and for these this book is particularly designed. 

Notwithstanding great pains have been taken to prevent it, some 

grammatical and some typographical errors have imperceptibly crept 

into this work. These, it is believed, seldom, if ever, affect the sense. 



 

Preface to the 1894 Revised Edition  
The reasons for the republication of this History are not far to seek. 

The eyes which greeted its appearance in 1810 have all long since closed 

in death, and two full generations have since then passed away, leaving 

scarcely one in a thousand now who is familiar with the events of which 

it treats. Meanwhile, time that spared the statue of Adrianôs horse but 

overwhelmed that of the emperor himself, has been busy, obscuring the 

real actors in great movements and exalting other claimants in their 

stead. Its changes have not spared the worthy characters of this history, 

but threaten to confuse their actions, and to efface their written memo-

rials, the names of the places associated with their toils and sufferings, 

and even their graves. The lines of the State which they helped to make 

illustrious have been altered, and one-third of its counties have entered 

into the formation of a new Commonwealth, while nearly a like propor-

tion of the remainder have been brought into being since this work was 

written. 

The endeavor to found Baptist churches in Virginia has in its earlier 

stages an extraordinary and unique religious movement, unparalleled 

elsewhere in the history of Christianity on the American continent, and 

the like of which, it is not to be supposed, will ever occur again The 

causes of this may be traced in the origin and history of the colony of 

Virginia, the successful undertaking of which found its most zealous and 

effective advocate in a prebendary of the Established Church of England 

whose pen drafted the rules of government under which the first expe-

dition sailed. Priests of the church accompanied the earliest and most 

important voyages, and for many signalized their landings on James 

River with their prayers. Among the earliest buildings reared at Jame-

stown was one consecrated to the services of the church. The most 

zealous care of the Colonial Assembly for more than a century after the 

settlement was to cement the union between the government and the 

church, and to make the claims and offices of the latter as binding as 

possible upon the people. Thus legalized, the church anticipated the birth 

of the children of the colony, and did not forsake them in their death. It 

offered its blessing on their natal hours in prayers ñfor all women in the 

perils of child-birth.ò It sealed their tender infancy with its baptismal 

sacrament, under rubrics which provided ñThe priest shall take the child 

in his hands, and naming the child, shall dip it in the water ódiscreetly 



 

 

and warily.ôò It published the bans of matrimony on its church doors, and 

solemnized the rite with its formula. It enforced Sabbath worship in 

accordance with its ritual and creed, and under heavy penalties for its 

neglect; and the obsequies of the dead it directed after its own impressive 

burial service. Even its church-yards were made by law cemeteries, so 

that the Establishment which nursed its children so closely in life, ceased 

not to cover them with its shadows in death. 

A church whose offices were brought so intimately into contact with 

the most important concerns and sacred relations of the colonists could 

not fail to become endeared in the hearts of many with a love and ven-

eration strengthened by the strongest bonds of their habits, associations, 

traditions and memories. It therefore should not excite great surprise that 

when the Baptists arose in Virginia with principles so antagonistic to the 

union of church and State, so clamorous for a regenerate church mem-

bership, for the baptism of believers only, for independence in church 

government, and the voluntary principle in support of religion, they 

should have met with determined opposition, and that all the machinery 

of the law and the courts should have been employed to restrain and 

silence them. 

In the contest which ensued, which was a truly noble and heroic phase 

in the development of religious freedom, while we must accord their full 

meed of praise to all others who cooperated in the struggle, it is but 

simple justice to say that no other parties in Virginia, religious or polit-

ical, saw so clearly as the Separate Baptists the stand which it was 

necessary to take, and the sacrifice which it was necessary to make, in 

order to secure perfect religious equality and freedom. And having seen 

thus clearly, their record shows how ready they were to take the stand 

and to suffer the penalty. Many a rude arbor and shaded grove and pri-

vate dwelling, unlicensed by the general court as places for preaching, 

yet used as such by the Baptist preachers, became witnesses of the stand 

which they took; while the jails in Alexandria, Warrenton, Culpeper, 

Fredericksburg, Tappahannock, and Urbana, as well as those in King 

and Queen, Caroline, and Chesterfield, became witnesses of the penalty 

which they endured. 

The formidable opposition which confronted this early work did not 

make it more remarkable than did the abundant successes which 

crowned it. The force which sought to stifle it seemed to add new vigor 

to its life. Its growth after the Revolution became phenomenal. A letter 

written from Baltimore, February 4, 1790, and published in London, 

said: ñThe Gospel of Christ has obtained a glorious conquest over 



thousands in the United States of America. Virginia in particular is 

wonderfully blessed with large effusions of the Holy Spirit. A few 

months since I received a letter from one of the ministers in said State, 

giving an account of between four and five thousand persons added to 

one Association in less than fifteen monthsô time.ò A correspondent 

writing from New York of the same work said: 
ñ
The progress of divine 

truth is amazing.ò Another, in a letter dated ñBoston, November 4, 

1789,ò said of it: ñBy accounts from those parts it has seemed something 

like the day of Pentecost.ò Through a series of large ingatherings such as 

are here reported, the Baptist churches of Virginia, though it was the last 

of the thirteen original colonies in which they gained a permanent 

footing, were enabled during the lifetime of many of their founders to 

report a membership nearly, if not quite, as large as that of all the other 

colonies combined. 

The work was remarkable not only in the manner of its increase, but 

in that of its depletion as well, by which its ministers by the score, and its 

members by the thousand, were withdrawn from Virginia on the tide of 

southern and western emigration. This exodus was by individuals, by 

families, by companies, and in some instances by churches, which, 

gathering together their pastors, deacons, and members, with their chil-

dren and servants, their household goods, provisions, cattle, horses, and 

wagons, set out on the rugged paths of the emigrant, across mountains, 

through dense forests, and over rushing rivers to find new settlements, 

and to rear new meetinghouses on the plains and among the valleys of 

Kentucky, Tennessee, and other States. Thus the work in Virginia be-

came an important factor in extending Baptist principles to the Missis-

sippi River and beyond, and from the Ohio to the Gulf, and thereby 

helping to create within territory of the Southern Baptist Convention the 

most numerous Baptist constituency in the world. 

Of this History, as prepared by its author, an authority no less com-

petent than the late Dr. J.L. Burrows (a name greatly honored and 

revered by Virginia Baptists) has expressed the following estimate:  

ñIt is one of the most successful attempts of the sort that has ever 

been made for any section of our world. It was well, masterfully 

done. Our people have never appreciated this work as it deserves. 

It is today one of the most suggestive, disciplinary, inspiring trea-

tises on Baptist doctrines, methods, developments, to be found in 

our libraries. In style simple and clear, conscientiously veracious 

in its facts and figures, accurate in its statements of doctrine and 



 

 

polity, calm and faithful in narrating the sufferings of the fathers, 

honest and precise in portraying discussions and controversies, 

furnishing the sentiments and facts from which we can trace the 

development of our principles and practices to the present time; it 

is a treasury of knowledge without which much that is valuable in 

the past would be impenetrably obscure. All honor, and more 

honor than has ever yet been given, is due to the memory of this 

industrious and trustworthy compiler and preserver of our early 

history.ò 

Of the author of the History, whose portrait appears as the frontispiece 

of this volume, Dr. Charles H. Ryland, secretary of the Virginia Baptist 

Historical Society, and one of the ministerial sons of Bruington church, 

has appropriately written: 

The church at Bruington, King and Queen County, Va., was 

constituted in 1790. While they were anxiously seeking a leader, it 

was revealed to them that there was a young man, one of their own 

number, before God crying: óLord, what wilt thou have me to do?ô 

That man was Robert Baylor Semple, a young lawyer, twenty years 

old, who, the year before, had been baptized by Elder Theodorick 

Noel and joined Upper King and Queen church. He was born at 

Rosemount, near Bruington, was a widowôs son, of respectable 

family and well educated. The church laid their hands upon him in 

ordination and made him their pastor. His first efforts at preaching 

were so stammering that a distinguished lawyer and statesman, 

hearing him, predicted that young Semple would never in the 

character of a minister gain the attention of the community. But 

this was the man who led the flock for more than forty years. His 

first text was the index of his long and able ministry: óThat Christ 

Jesus came into the world to save sinners.ô It is no exaggeration to 

say that the Baptists of Virginia have never had another figure so 

influential and commanding, nor one more useful in their ministry. 

His labors in the pastorate, his work for education and missions, 

his great and wise leadership upon all questions of denominational 

polity, and last, though not least, his invaluable services as the 

historian of his peopleôs principles, sufferings and work, were such 

as to entitle him to the encomium, óHe was a father in israel.ô 

His body sleeps under the oaks in Bruington church yard, and 

over it, upon a broad marble slab, is this inscription: 

In Memory of 



Robert Baylor Semple, 

Minister of the Gospel. 

Born Jan. 20th, 1769. 

In lifeôs early prime he was called to the knowledge of the truth, 

and baptized upon profession of his faith. For more than forty 

years, with unwearied diligence and zeal, he devoted the powers of 

an energetic mind, furnished with a classic education, to the ser-

vice of his Divine Master in the work of the ministry. 

Having finished his course on earth, he was called to rest from 

his labors December 25, 1831, being near the close of his six-

ty-third year. ñWell done, good and faithful servant; enter thou 

into the joy of thy Lord.ò The church and congregation at Bru-

ington have erected this, tablet as a testimony of esteem for their 

beloved and lamented pastor. 

With the exception of the biographical sketches (which appear in a 

condensed form) the present work is a faithful reproduction of the 

original. The annotations which have been supplied are simply designed 

to throw light on points in the narrative which time has tended to ob-

scure. The other matter added is, for the most part, intended to indicate 

briefly the lines of the subsequent development of the work portrayed in 

the History. If, with the divine blessing upon it, the publication, as it now 

appears, may extend an intelligent acquaintance with the Baptist fathers 

and their deeds, and thus endear and confirm the principles for which 

they toiled and suffered, a rich satisfaction will reward the aim which 

prompted, and the hope which guided in its preparation. 

G. W. B. 

Hollins, Va., 

June, 1894. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

Of the Origin of the Separate Baptists.  
The Baptists of Virginia originated from three sources. The first were 

emigrants from England, who, about the year 1714, settled in the 

southeastern parts of the State. About 1743 another party came from 

Maryland and formed a settlement in the northwest. Each of these will be 

treated of in their proper places. A third party, from New England, 

having acted the most distinguished part, first demands our attention. 

By the preaching of Mr. Whitefield through New England a great 

work of God broke out in that country, distinguished by the name of the 

New Light Stir. All who joined it were called New Lights. Many 

preachers of the established order became active in the work. Their 

success was so great that numbers of the parish clergy, who were op-

posed to the revival, were apprehensive that they should be deserted by 

all their hearers. They therefore not only refused them the use of their 

meetinghouses, but actually procured the passage of a law to confine all 

preachers to their own parishes. This opposition did not effect the in-

tended object. The hearts of the people, being touched by a heavenly 

flame, could no longer relish the dry parish service, conducted, for the 

most part, as they thought, by a set of graceless mercenaries. 

The New Light Stir being extensive, a great number were converted to 

the Lord. These, conceiving that the parish congregations, a few ex-

cepted, were far from the purity of the Gospel, determined to form a 

society to themselves. Accordingly, they embodied many churches. Into 

these none were admitted who did not profess vital religion. Having thus 

separated themselves from the established churches, they were denom-

inated Separates. Their church government was entirely upon the plan of 

the independents, the power being in the hands of the church. They 

permitted unlearned men to preach, provided they manifested such gifts 

as indicated future usefulness. They were Pedobaptists in principle, but 

did not reject any of their members who chose to submit to believersô 

baptism. 

The Separates first took their rise, or rather their name, about the year 

1744. They increased very fast for several years. About a year after they 

were organized into a distinct society they were joined by Shubal 

Stearns,
1
 who, becoming a preacher, labored among them until 1751, 

                                                 
1
 Shubal Stearns was born in Boston, Mass., January 28, 1706.  He was for six years 

a minister among the New Lights, as the converted Congregational communities were 



 

 

when, forming acquaintance with some of the Baptists, he was con-

vinced of the duty of believersô baptism. Being a good man, to know his 

duty was sufficient to induce him to perform it. The same year in which 

he was baptized he was ordained, and took the pastoral care of a church.  

Mr. Stearns and most of the Separates had strong faith in the imme-

diate teachings of the Spirit. They believed that to those who sought Him 

earnestly God gave evident tokens of His will. That such indications of 

the divine pleasure, partaking of the nature of inspiration, were above, 

though not contrary to reason, and that following these, still leaning in 

every step upon the same wisdom and power by which they were first 

actuated, they would inevitably be led to the accomplishment of the two 

great objects of a Christianôs lifeðthe glory of God and the salvation of 

men. Mr. Stearns, listening to some of these instructions of Heaven, 

conceived himself called upon by the Almighty to move far to the 

westward to execute a great and extensive work. Incited by his impres-

sions, in the year 1754, he and a few of his members took their leave of 

New England. They halted first at Opeckon, in Berkeley County, Vir-

ginia, where he found a Baptist church under the care of Rev. John 

Garrard,
1
 who met him kindly. Here, also, he met his brother-in-law,

2
 

the Rev. Daniel Marshall, just returned from his mission among the in-

dians, and who after his arrival at this place had become a Baptist.
3
 They 

joined companies and settled for a while on Cacapon, in Hampshire 

County, about thirty miles from Winchester. Here, not meeting with his 

expected success, he felt restless. Some of his friends had moved to 

North Carolina; he received letters from these, informing him that 

preaching was greatly desired by the people of that country; that in some 

instances they had ridden forty miles to hear one sermon. He and his 

party once more got under way, and, traveling about two hundred miles, 

came to Sandy Creek, in Guilford County, North Carolina. Here he took 

up his permanent residence. Soon after his arrival, viz., November 22, 

1755, he and his companions, to the number of sixteen, were constituted 

into a church called Sandy Creek,
4
 and to which Mr. Stearns was ap-

_______________________________ 
called.  He became a Baptist in 1751 at Tolland, Conn. 

1
 The pastor of Opequan church at this time, as the author elsewhere states, was 

Elder Samuel Heton. 
2
 Daniel Marshall married Martha Stearns in 1748, as his second wife.  She is said to 

have been to him a ñPriscillaò indeed. 
3
 See our history of the Ketocton Association. 

4
 The constituent members of this church consisted of eight men and their wives. 

The names of the male members were Shubal Stearns, Peter Stearns, Ebenezer Stearns, 

Shubal Stearns, Jr., Daniel Marshall, Joseph Breed, Enos Stimpson and Jonathan Polk. 



pointed pastor. In this little church in the wilderness there were, besides 

the pastor, two other preachers, viz., Joseph Breed and Daniel Marshall, 

neither of whom was ordained. 

Thus organized they began their work, kindling a fire which soon 

began to burn brightly indeed, spreading in a few years over Virginia, 

North and South Carolina, and Georgia. 

The subsequent events seem completely to have verified Mr. 

Stearnsôs impressions concerning a great work of God in the West. 

_______________________________ 
The church was located in Guilford (now Randolph) County. The first Association in 

North Carolina, formed in 1758, bore the name of Sandy Creek. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  

From Their Final Settlement in 

North Carolina until the Commencement 

of Legal Persecution. 
The natives around about this little colony of Baptists, although 

brought up in the Christian religion, were grossly ignorant of its essential 

principles. Having the form of godliness, they knew nothing of its 

power. 

The doctrine of Mr. Stearns and his party was consequently quite 

strange. To be born again appeared to them as absurd as it did to the 

Jewish doctor, when he asked if he must enter the second time into his 

motherôs womb and be born again. Having always supposed that religion 

consisted in nothing more than the practice of its outward duties, they 

could not comprehend how it should be necessary to feel conviction and 

conversion. But to be able to ascertain the time and place of oneôs con-

version was, in their estimation, wonderful indeed. These points were all 

strenuously contended for by the new preachers. 

But their manner of preaching was, if possible, much more novel than 

their doctrines. The Separates in New England had acquired a very 

warm and pathetic address, accompanied by strong gestures and a sin-

gular tone of voice. Being often deeply affected themselves while 

preaching, correspondent affections were felt by their pious hearers, 

which were frequently expressed by tears, trembling, screams, shouts, 

and acclamations. All these they brought with them into their new hab-

itation. The people were greatly astonished, having never seen things on 

this wise before. Many mocked, but, the power of God attending them, 

many also trembled. In process of time some of the natives became 

converts, and bowed obedience to the Redeemerôs scepter. These, unit-

ing their labors with the chosen band, a powerful and extensive work 

broke out. From sixteen, Sandy Creek church soon swelled to six hun-

dred and six members, so mightily grew the work of God! 

Daniel Marshall, though not possessed of great talents, was indefat-

igable in his endeavors. He sallied out into the adjacent neighborhoods 

and planted the Redeemerôs standard in many of the strongholds of Sa-

tan. At Abbottôs Creek, about thirty miles from Sandy Creek, the Gospel 

prospered so largely that they petitioned the mother church for a con-

stitution and for the ordination of Mr. Marshall as their pastor. Mr. 



Marshall accepted the call and went to live among them. His ordination, 

however, was a matter of some difficulty. It required a plurality of elders 

to constitute a presbytery; Mr. Stearns was the only ordained minister 

among them. In this dilemma they were informed that there were some 

Regular Baptist preachers living on Pedee. To one of these Mr. Stearns 

applied, and requested him to assist him in the ordination of Mr. Mar-

shall. This request he sternly refused, declaring that he held no fellow-

ship with Stearnsôs party; that he believed them to be a disorderly set, 

suffering women to pray in public and permitting every ignorant man to 

preach that chose; that they encouraged noise and confusion in their 

meetings. Application was then made to Mr. Henry Ledbetter, who lived 

somewhere in the Southern States, and who was a brother-in-law of Mr. 

Marshall. He and Mr. Stearns ordained Mr. Marshall to the care of this 

new church. The work of grace continued to spread, and several 

preachers were raised in North Carolina. Among others was James: 

Read,
1
 who was afterwards very successful in Virginia. When he first 

began to preach he was entirely illiterate, not knowing how to read or 

write. His wife became his instructor, and he soon acquired learning 

sufficient to enable him to read the Scriptures. 

Into the parts of Virginia adjacent to the residence of this religious 

colony the Gospel had been quickly carried by Mr. Marshall. He had 

baptized several in some of his first visits. Among them was Dutton 

Lane,
2
 who shortly after his baptism began to preach. A revival suc-

ceeded, and Mr. Marshall at one time baptized forty-two persons. In 

August, 1760, a church was constituted under the pastoral care of Rev. 

Dutton Lane. This was the first Separate Baptist church in Virginia, and, 

in some sense, the mother of all the rest. The church prospered under the 

ministry of Mr. Lane, aided by the occasional visits of Mr. Marshall and 

Mr. Stearns. They endured much persecution; but God prospered them 

and in delivered them out of the hands of all their enemies. 

Soon after Mr. Laneôs conversion the power of God was effectual in 

the conversion of Samuel Harris, a man of great distinction in those 

parts. Besides being burgess of the county and colonel of the militia, he 

                                                 
1
 Elder Readôs labors were highly blessed in the lower part of Mecklenburg County, 

where he was instrumental in the establishment of Buffalo church, which he served for 

some years as pastor. He died in 1798, aged seventy-two years. A sketch of his life 

appears in Taylorôs Virginia Baptist Ministers, first series, page 26. 
2
 Dutton Lane came to Virginia from the vicinity of Baltimore, where he was born, 

November 7, 1732. He was baptized by Shubal Stearns in 1758. A sketch of him maybe 

found in Virginia Baptist Ministers, first series, Page 29. 



 

 

held several other offices.
1
 Upon being honored of God, he laid aside all 

worldly honors and became a laborer in the Lordôs vineyard. In 1759 he 

was ordained a ruling elder. From the time of the commencement of his 

ministry for about seven years his labors were devoted chiefly to his own 

and the adjacent counties. Being often with Mr. Marshall in his minis-

terial journeys, he caught the zeal, diligence, and indeed the manners of 

Marshall. His labors were crowned with the blessing of Heaven wher-

ever he went. 

Stearns, though not as laborious as Marshall, was not idle. He seems 

to have had the talent of arranging materials when collected. He under-

stood well discipline and church government. Having now constituted 

several churches, and there being some others that exercised the rights of 

churches though not formally organized, Mr. Stearns conceived that an 

association composed of delegates from all these would have a tendency 

to impart stability, regularity, and uniformity to the whole. For this 

prudent purpose he visited each church and congregation and explained 

the contemplated plan, induced them all to send delegates to his meet-

inghouse the ensuing January, which was in the year 1760. 

Their regulations and proceedings may be seen in our account of the 

General Association. Here it may suffice to observe that through these 

meetings the Gospel was carried into many new places, where the fame 

of the Baptists had previously spread, for great crowds, attending from 

distant parts, mostly through curiosity, many became enamored with 

these extraordinary people, and petitioned the Association to send 

preachers into their neighborhoods. These petitions were readily grant-

ed, and the preachers as readily complied with the appointments. Thus 

the Association became the medium of propagating the Gospel in new 

and dark places. They were instrumental in another way in advancing 

truth. When assembled their chief employment was preaching, exhorta-

tion, singing, and conversing about their various exertions in the Re-

deemerôs service and the attendant success. These things so inflamed the 

hearts of the ministers that they would leave the Association with a zeal 

and courage which no obstacles could impede. 

Mr. Marshallôs impressions led him to travel farther south. Of his 

                                                 
1
 Colonel Harris was a resident of Pittsylvania County, where at different times he 

held the offices of ñchurch warden, sheriff, justice of the peace, burgess for the county, 

colonel of the militia, captain of Mayo Fort, and commissary for the fort and army.ò He 

appears to have first received serious religions convictions under the preaching of 

Joseph and William Murphy ñat a meetinghouse near Allenôs Creek, on the road 

leading from Bookerôs Ferry, Staunton River, to Pittsylvania Courthouse.ò 



success in those quarters, see some account in his biography.
1
 

Mr. Harris was destined of God to labor more extensively in Virginia 

than in any other State. Having done much good in the circumjacent 

parts, the time had now arrived for him to lengthen his chords. In Janu-

ary, 1765, Allen Wyley,
2
 an inhabitant of Culpeper, and who had been 

baptized by David Thomas, hearing of the Separate Baptist preachers, 

traveled from Culpeper to Pittsylvania in order to get one or more of 

them to come and preach in Culpeper. He traveled on, scarcely knowing 

whither he went. An unseen hand directed his course. He providentially 

fell in with one of Mr. Harrisôs meeting. When he came into the meet-

inghouse Mr. Harris fixed his eyes upon him, being impressed previ-

ously that he had some extraordinary message. He asked him when he 

came, &c. Mr. Wyley told him his errand. Upon which, after some de-

liberation, believing him to be sent of God, Mr. Harris agreed to go. 

Taking three days to prepare, he started with Wyley, having no meetings 

on the way, yet exhorting and praying at every house where he went. 

Arriving in Culpeper, his first meeting was at Wyleyôs own house. He 

preached the first day without interuption, and appointed for the next. He 

the next day began to preach, but the opposers immediately raised vio-

lent opposition, appearing with whips, sticks, clubs, &c., so as to hinder 

his labors; in consequence of which he left that night over to Orange 

County, and preached with much effect. He continued many days 

preaching from place to place, attended by great crowds and followed 

throughout his meetings by several persons, who had been lately con-

verted or seriously awakened under the ministry of the Regular Baptists, 

and also by many who had been alarmed by his own labors. When Mr. 

Harris left them he exhorted them to be steadfast, and advised some (in 

whom he discovered talents) to commence the exercise of their gifts and 

                                                 
1
 Elder Marshall, on his removal south, settled first at Beaver Creek, S.C., where a 

church was formed under his labors. Subsequently he went to Horse Creek, fifteen 

miles north of Augusta, where he was again instrumental in forming a church. In 

January, 1771, he located at the Kiokee, where an efficient church was speedily reared 

under his ministry.  Dying November 2, 1784, he left among his children a son 

(Abraham), to whom has been ascribed ñthe highest place among the Baptist pioneer 

Preachers of Georgia.ò Succeeding his father as pastor of the Kiokee churchð ñthe 

mother of churches and ministersò ð he remained as such for thirty-five years. A 

sketch of Elder Marshall is contained in the first series of Taylorôs Virginia Baptist 

Ministers. 
2
 Mr. Wyley is now living, and furnished from under his own hand the above ac-

count. He has maintained ever since an upright character as a zealous and pious pro-

fessor.ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

to hold meetings among themselves. 

In this ministerial journey Mr. Harris sowed much good seed, yielding 

afterwards great increase. The young converts took his advice and began 

to hold meetings every Sabbath, and almost every night in the week, 

taking a tobacco house for their meetinghouse. After proceeding in this 

way for some time they applied to Mr. David Thomas,
1
 who lived 

somewhere north of the Rappahannock, to come and preach for them, 

and to teach them the ways of God more perfectly. He came, but in his 

preaching expressed some disapprobation of the preaching of such weak 

and illiterate persons. This was like throwing cold water upon their 

flaming zeal. They took umbrage, and resolved to send once more for 

Mr. Harris. 

Sometime in the year of 1766, and a short time after Mr. Thomasôs 

preaching, three of the parties, viz., Elijah Craig and two others, traveled 

to Mr. Harrisôs house, in order to procure his services in Orange and the 

adjacent parts, to preach and to baptize the new converts. They found to 

their surprise that he had not been ordained to the administration of the 

ordinances. To remedy this inconvenience he carried them about sixty 

miles into North Carolina to get James Read, who was ordained. 

There is something singular in the exercises of Mr. Read about this 

time. He was impressed with an opinion that he had frequent teachings 

from God; and, indeed, from the account given by himself, we must 

either doubt his veracity or admit that his impressions were supernatu-

ral.
2
 He declares that respecting his preaching in Virginia, for many 

weeks he had no rest in his spirit. Asleep or awake, he felt his soul ear-

nestly impressed with strong desires to come to Virginia to preach the 

Gospel. In his dreams he thought that God would often show him large 

congregations assembled to hear preaching. He was sometimes heard by 

                                                 
1
 Elder Thomas, whose labors are frequently mentioned in this volume, was born at 

London Tract, Pennsylvania, August 16, 1782, and educated at Hopewell, New Jersey. 

The degree of A.M. was conferred upon him by Rhode island College (Brownôs Uni-

versity). After many years of arduous and successful itinerant labors in Virginia, during 

which he founded seven or eight churches, and served Broad Run, Occoquan, and Mill 

Creek as pastor, he removed, in 1796, to Kentucky, and became pastor of Washington 

church, in Mason County. Soon afterwards he removed to the vicinity of East Rickman 

church, in Jessamine County, where he died about the year 1801. He was, in Virginia, a 

noble champion of religious liberty, and suffered severe persecutions. Thomas Jef-

ferson and Patrick Henry held him to high esteem, and he highly valued them as friends 

of liberty. He will be long remembered as the author of a stirring poem on ñFreedom.ò 

See an interesting letter written by him in the appendix to this volume. 
2
 In a manuscript furnished from his own hand.ðAuthorôs note. 



his family to cry out in his sleep, O Virginia, Virginia, Virginia! Mr. 

Graves, a member of his church, a good man, discovering his anxiety, 

and believing his impressions to be from God, offered to accompany 

him. Just as they were fixing to come off, Mr. Harris and the three 

messengers mentioned above came for him to go with them. The cir-

cumstances so much resemble Peterôs call from Joppa to Caesarea, that 

we can hardly for a moment hesitate in placing implicit confidence in its 

being a contrivance of divine wisdom. 

Mr. Read agreed to go without much hesitation. One of the messen-

gers from Spotsylvania went on to appoint meetings on the way. The two 

preachers, after filling up some appointments in their own parts, pursued 

their contemplated journey, accompanied by Mr. Graves and the other 

two. In about a fortnight they arrived in Orange, within the bounds of 

Blue Run church as it now stands. When they came in sight and saw a 

very large congregation they were greatly affected. After a few minutes 

of prayer and reflection, they recovered their courage and entered upon 

their great work. They preached with much effect on that day. The next 

day they preached at Elijah Craigôs, where a vast crowd attended. D. 

Thomas and John Garrard, both preachers of the Regular order, were at 

this meeting. The ministers on both sides seemed desirous to unite, but 

the people were against it, the larger part siding with the Separates. As 

they could not unite, both parties held meetings the next day, being 

Sabbath, but a small distance from each other. Baptism was administered 

by both. These things widened the breach. Messrs. Read and Harris, 

however, continued their ministrations. Mr. Read baptized nineteen the 

first day and more on the days following. They went through Spotsyl-

vania into the upper parts of Caroline, Hanover, and Goochland coun-

ties, sowing the seed of grace and peace in many places. So much were 

they inspirited by these meetings that they made appointments to come 

again the next year. In their second visit they were accompanied by the 

Rev. Dutton Lane, who assisted them in constituting and organizing the 

first Separate Baptist church
1
 between the Rappahannock and James 

Rivers. This took place on the 20th of November, 1767. The church was 

called Upper Spotsylvania, and consisted of twenty-five members, in-

cluding all the Separate Baptists north of James River. This was a 

mother to many other churches. Read and Harris continued to visit these 

                                                 
1
 This church, sometimes confounded by writers with Lower Spotsylvania, like 

many others of our early churches, came soon to be called after to pastor, ñCraigôsòða 

title which it still bears. 



 

 

parts for; about three years with wonderful effect. In one of their visits 

they baptized seventy-five at one time, and in the course of one of their 

journeys, which generally lasted several weeks, they baptized upwards 

of two hundred. 

It was not uncommon at their great meetings for many hundreds of 

men to camp on the ground, in order to be present the next day. The night 

meetings, through the great work of God, continued very late. The 

ministers would scarcely have an opportunity to sleep. Sometimes the 

floor would be covered with persons struck down under conviction of 

sin. It frequently happened that when they would retire to rest at a late 

hour they would be under the necessity of arising again through the 

earnest cries of the penitent. There were instances of persons traveling 

more than one hundred miles to one of these meetings; to go forty or fifty 

was not uncommon. 

On account of the great increase of members, through the labors of 

Messrs. Read and Harris, aided by a number of young preachers, it was 

found necessary to constitute several other churches. Accordingly, on 

the 2nd day of December, 1769, Lower Spotsylvania church was con-

stituted, with 154 members, who chose John Waller
1
 for pastor. He was 

consecrated to this office June 2, 1770. Lewis Craig was consecrated 

pastor to the mother church November, 1770. Blue Run church was 

constituted December 4, 1769, and choosing Elijah Craig for their pas-

tor, he was consecrated May, 1771.
2
 

Read and Harris, particularly the latter, were men of great zeal and 

indefatigable diligence and perseverance in their Masterôs cause; their 

spirit was caught by many of the young prophets in Orange and Spot-

sylvania. 

Lewis and Elijah Craig, John Waller, James Childs,
3
 John Burris, &c., 

animated by an ardent desire for the advancement of their Masterôs 

                                                 
1
 John Waller was born in Spotsylvania County December 23, 1741, and gained in 

early life notoriety for recklessness and profanity, which secured for him the soubri-

quets of Swearing Jack Waller and the Devilôs Adjutant. He was one of the jury who 

presented Lewis Craig for preaching. He was baptized by James Read in 1767, during 

one of his visits with Samuel Harris to Orange County. The church constituted to his 

care in 1769, which became subsequently known as ñWallerôsò was only one of nine 

which he was chiefly instrumental in planting within the bounds of Goshen Associa-

tion. He removed to Abbeville, S.C., in 1793, where he died July 4, 1802, aged six-

ty-one years. 
2
 These foregoing accounts were taken from manuscript, received from Mr. John 

Leland, J. Waller, E. Craig, James Read, &c. 
3
 For further mention of him, see Appendix. 



kingdom, sallied forth in every direction, spreading the tidings of peace 

and salvation wherever they went. Most of them illiterate, yet illumined 

by the wisdom from above, they would defend and maintain the cause of 

truth against the arguments of the most profound. Without visible sword 

or buckler, they moved on steadily to their purpose, undismayed by the 

terrific hosts of Satan backed by the strong arm of civil authority. Mag-

istrates and mobs, priests and sheriffs, courts and prisons all vainly 

combined to divert them from their object. He that was for them was 

greater than all that were against them. They found that  

ñPrisons would palaces prove, 

If Jesus would dwell with them there.ò 

There was an Established religion. The Nebuchadnezzars of the age 

required all men to bow down to this golden image. These Hebrew 

children refused, and were cast into the burning fiery furnace of perse-

cution; the Son of God walked with them there, to the utter dismay of 

their enemies. The decree finally went forth that none should be any 

more forced to worship the golden image. The Establishment was 

overturned. 

Their labors were not limited to their own counties. In Goochland, 

Messrs. Harris and Read had baptized several; among whom was Reu-

ben Ford, who had professed vital faith about seven years before, under 

the ministry of the renowned Whitefield and Davis. Mr. Ford was bap-

tized in the year 1769, by James Read. 

These plants were watered by the labors of the Spotsylvania preach-

ers, particularly J. Waller, who, early in his visits to Goochland, baptized 

William Webber and Joseph Anthony,
1
 who, with Reuben Ford, had 

been exhorting, &c., previous to their being baptized. By the united la-

bors of these several servants of God, the work of godliness progressed 

in Goochland and round about The conquests of Jesus differ from those 

of the kings of the earth; they aim to destroy their enemies; He turns 

enemies to friends; He arrests an infuriated Saul from the ranks of Satan, 

and makes him an inspired advocate for that cause which he once de-

stroyed. So it fared with all these young preachers. They were no sooner 

captivated by the King of Zion than they immediately began to fight 

under His banner; their success was commensurate with their diligence; 

many believed and were baptized in Goochland; insomuch that they 

                                                 
1
 Baptized June, 1770, into fellowship with Dover church.  For further account of 

him, see Appendix. 



 

 

thought themselves ripe for an independent government, and were ac-

cordingly constituted as a church towards the last of the year 1771. It was 

called Goochland church, and contained about seventy-five members. 

This was the mother church of those parts, for from it have since been 

constituted several others. Dover and Licking Hole were both, shortly 

after, taken from Goochland church.
1
 William Webber became pastor of 

Dover, which office he held until his death, in 1808.
2
 Reuben Ford ad-

ministered the Word and ordinances to Goochland and Licking Hole. 

The spread of the Gospel is somewhat like the spread of fire. It does 

not in all cases advance regularly; but a spark being struck out, flies off 

and begins a new flame at a distance. In this manner did the Gospel take 

its rise in the counties of Middlesex, Essex, and the adjacent counties. 

One William Mullen, afterwards a useful preacher, had moved from 

Middlesex and settled in the county of Amelia. When the Gospel reached 

Amelia, Mr. Mullen embraced the truth. Coming afterwards, in 1769, on 

a visit to his relations in Middlesex and Essex, by arguments drawn from 

the Scripture, he convinced his brother John, and his brother-in-law, 

James Greenwood,
3
 with several others, of the necessity of being born 

again. Of these, some found peace in believing before they ever heard 

the Gospel publicly preached. November, 1770, John Waller and John 

Burris came down and preached in Middlesex. They continued preach-

ing at and near the same place for three days; great crowds came out; 

Waller baptized five. Persecution began to rage. Some said they were 

deceivers; others that they were good men. On the second day, a mag-

istrate attempted to pull Waller off the stage, but the clergymen of the 

parish prevented it. The next day, a man threw a stone at Waller while he 

was preaching; the stone missed Waller and struck a friend of the man 

who threw it. James Greenwood and others now began to hold public 

meetings, by day and by night. Much good was done by them; many 

believed and only waited an opportunity to be baptized, there beings no 

                                                 
1
 Chickahominy church was constituted also principally from Goochland the same 

year (1776) with Licking Hole. 
2
 See biographical sketch in Appendix. 

3
 James Greenwood was born about 1749, and was converted under the ministry of 

William Mullen, his brother-in-law. He became a licentiate of Glebe Landing church in 

1769, and pastor of Piscataway (now Mount Zion), in Essex in 1774. He was chiefly 

instrumental, among human agencies, in planting Bruington church. He held a relation 

of marked prominence and usefulness for many years in the Dover Association. He 

died April 15, 1815, in the 66th year of his age. William Mullen is mentioned elsewhere 

in this volume as one of the ministerial sons of Nottoway church. His labors in the 

pastorate of Hermitage and Farnham churches were eminently useful. 



ordained preacher nearer than Spotsylvania. 

In the meantime the laborers had not been idle in that part of the 

vineyard south of James River. The two Murphys, viz., William and 

Joseph, aided by the indefatigable S. Harris, had carried the Gospel into 

some of the counties above Pittsylvania, where Robert Stockton and 

some other preachers were raised. S. Harris, J. Read, Jeremiah Walker,
1
 

&c., had proclaimed the tidings of peace in Halifax, Charlotte, Lunen-

burg, Mecklenburg, Amelia and almost all the counties above Rich-

mond, on the south side of the river. In these gatherings, there were many 

useful and several eminent ministers of the Gospel brought in, viz., John 

Williams, John King, James Shelbourne, Henry Lester, with some oth-

ers. The Gospel was first carried hither, near as it was, into Culpeper and 

Spotsylvania, viz.: in consequence of a special message to the preachers 

from some of the inhabitants. They constituted the first church in 1769, 

with about forty members, which was called Nottoway,
2
 Mr. Walker 

soon moved and took pastoral charge of them. He had been preaching 

some time before this in North Carolina, his native State; he now re-

moved to Virginia, and for several years acted a conspicuous part in the 

concerns Virginia Baptists. 

                                                 
1
 Jeremiah Walker was a native of Bute County, North Carolina. He was born about 

the year 1747; became pastor of Nottoway church in 1769. The church under his min-

istry not only had large prosperity, but over twenty churches south of James River were 

gathered mainly through his labors. Later in life he fell into immorality and adopted 

erroneous views of doctrine, which cast a blemish on his character and impaired his 

usefulness. He died November 20, 1792. 
2
 For further mention of Nottoway church, see history of Middle District Associa-

tion. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

From the Commencement of Legal 

Persecution until the Abolition of the 

Established Church.  
When the Baptists first appeared in North Carolina and Virginia they 

were viewed by men in power as beneath their notice; none, said they, 

but the weak and wicked join them; let them alone, they will soon fall out 

among themselves and come to nothing. In some places this maxim was 

adhered to, and persecution, in a legal shape, was never seen. But in 

many places, alarmed by the rapid increase of the Baptists, the men in 

power strained every penal law in the Virginia code to obtain ways and 

means to put down these disturbers of the peace, as they were now 

called. 

It seems by no means certain that any law in force in Virginia au-

thorized the imprisonment of any person for preaching. The law for the 

preservation of peace, however, was so interpreted as to answer this 

purpose; and, accordingly, whenever the preachers were apprehended, it 

was done by a peace warrant. 

The first instance of actual imprisonment, we believe, that ever took 

place in Virginia, was in the county of Spotsylvania. On the 4th of June, 

1768, John Waller, Lewis Craig, James Childs, &c., were seized by the 

sheriff and hauled before three magistrates, who stood in the meeting-

house yard,
1
 and who bound them in the penalty of one thousand pounds, 

to appear at court two days after. At court they were arraigned as dis-

turbers of the peace; on their trial, they were vehemently accused by a 

certain lawyer, who said to the court, ñMay it please your worships, 

these men are great disturbers of the peace; they cannot meet a man upon 

the road, but they must ram a text of Scripture down his throat.ò Mr. 

Waller made his own and his brethrenôs defense so ingeniously that they 

were somewhat puzzled to know how to dispose of them. They offered 

to release them if they would promise to preach no more in the county for 

a year and a day. This they refused; and, therefore, were sent into close 

jail. As they were moving on, from the court-house to the prison, through 

the streets of Fredericksburg, they sung the hymn 

                                                 
1
 This meetinghouse was doubtless that known as Craigôs, situated in the north-

western part of Spottsylvania. 



ñBroad is the road that leads to death,ò &c. 

This had an awful appearance. After four weeksô confinement, Lewis 

Craig
1
 was released from prison and immediately went down to Wil-

liamsburg to get a release for his companions. He waited on the depu-

ty-governor, the Hon. John Blair, stated the case before him, and re-

ceived the following letter, directed to the Kingôs attorney in Spotsyl-

vania: 

Sir,ðI lately received a letter, signed by a good number of 

worthy gentlemen, who are not here, complaining of the Baptists; 

the particulars of their misbehavior are not told, any further than 

their running into private houses and making dissensions. Mr. 

Craig and Mr. Benjamin Waller are now with me and deny the 

charge; they tell me they are willing to take the oaths as others 

have; I told them I had consulted the attorney-general, who is of 

opinion that the general court only have a right to grant licenses, 

and therefore I referred them to the court; but, on their application 

to the attorney-general, they brought me his letter, advising me to 

write to you. That their petition was a matter of right, and that you 

may not molest these conscientious people so long as they behave 

themselves in a manner becoming pious Christians and in obedi-

ence to the laws till the court, when they intend to apply for license, 

and when the gentlemen who complain may make their objections 

and be heard. The act of toleration (it being found by experience 

that persecuting dissenters increases their numbers) has given 

them a right to apply, in a proper manner, for licensed houses for 

the worship of God, according to their consciences; and I persuade 

myself that the gentlemen will quietly overlook their meetings till 

the court. I am told they administer the sacrament of the Lordôs 

supper, near the manner we do, and differ from our church in 

nothing but in that of baptism, and in their renewing the ancient 

discipline; by which they have reformed some sinners and brought 

them to be truly penitent. Nay, if a man of theirs is idle and neglects 

to labor and provide for his family as he ought, he incurs their 

censures, which have had good effects. If this be their behavior, it 

were to be wished we had more of it among us. But at least, I hope 

all may remain quiet till the court. 

I am, with great respect, 

                                                 
1
 For notice of Lewis Craig, see Appendix. 



 

 

To the gentlemen, &c., 

Your humble servôt, 

John Blair. 

Williamsburg, July 16, 1768. 

When the letter came to the attorney he would have nothing to say in 

the affair. Waller and the others continued in jail forty-three days, and 

were discharged
1
 without any conditions. While in prison they con-

stantly preached through the grates. The mobs outside used every exer-

tion to prevent the people from hearing, but to little purpose. Many 

heard, indeed, upon whom the Word was in power and demonstration. 

After their discharge, which was a kind of triumph, Waller, Craig and 

their compeers in the ministry resumed their labors with redoubled vig-

or, gathering fortitude from their late sufferings, thanking God that they 

were counted worthy to suffer for Christ and His Gospel. Day and night, 

and indeed almost every day and night, they held meetings in their own 

and the adjacent neighborhoods. The spread of the Gospel and Baptist 

principles was equal to all their exertions; insomuch that in very few 

sections of Virginia did the Baptist cause appear more formidable to its 

enemies and more consoling to its friends than in Spotsylvania; and we 

may add, so it is at this day. 

We have already observed the spread of the Gospel in the county of 

Goochland, and that certain promising young preachers were thrust into 

the work. Animated as they were with strong desires for the welfare of 

souls, they could not restrain themselves within the limits of one county. 

In December, 1770, Messrs. William Webber and Joseph Anthony, two 

zealous young preachers, passed James River into Chesterfield, having 

been previously invited by some of the inhabitants. They, however, met 

with rigid treatment; the magistrates, finding that many were turning to 

righteousness, (to madness, as they would have it) and that these young 

laborers were likely to do them much harm, Issued warrants, and had 

them apprehended and cast into prison. The court requiring them to bind 

themselves to do what they could not in conscience comply with, they 

continued in jail until the March following. While in prison they did 

                                                 
1
 It has been believed in some quarters that Patrick Henry represented these im-

prisoned preachers before the court and pleaded for their release, and the speech made 

by him in their defense has been published and widely circulated. There is, however, no 

historical ground for this belief, and the speech accredited to Henry has been shown to 

be wholly apocryphal. It is the production of Rev. J. M. Peek, and ñwhat he supposed 

Patrick Henry might have said.ò Mr. Henry does appear to have been counsel for one or 

more imprisoned Baptist preachers in Caroline County. 



much execution by preaching through the grates; many people attended 

their ministry and many professed faith by virtue of the labors of these 

the Lordôs persecuted servants. This was the beginning of Godôs work in 

the county of Chesterfield; no county ever extended its opposition and 

persecution to the Baptists farther than this; and yet in few counties have 

Baptist principles prevailed more extensively than in Chesterfield.
1
 

When Webber and Anthony were let go they returned to Goochland to 

their own company, and resumed their great work. Mr. Webber, how-

ever, enjoyed his liberty only a few months; he consented to travel with 

John Waller on a course of meetings to Middlesex. They arrived in the 

upper end of Middlesex on the 10th of August, 1771; they came, but 

soon found there was no chance to proceed in their work. While William 

Webber was preaching
2
 from these words, ñShow me thy faith without 

thy works, and I will show you my faith by my works,òa magistrate 

pushed up, and drew back his club with a design to knock Webber down. 

Some person behind him caught the club and prevented the mischief. 

Having a warrant to apprehend all who preached, and being backed by 

two sheriffs, the parson and a posse, he seized William Webber, John 

Waller, James Greenwood and Robert Ware.
3
 On the same day Thomas 

Wafford, who had traveled from the upper country with the preachers, 

though no preacher himself, was severely beaten by one of the perse-

cutors with a whip, the scar of which he will probably carry to his grave; 

he, with the four above-named preachers, were tried by James Monta-

gue. They first searched their saddle-bags to find treasonable papers; 

finding none, they proceeded to trial, taking them one by one into private 

rooms, proposing to them to give bond and security not to preach in the 

county again. Each of them expressly refused. Wafford was discharged, 

not being a preacher; the other four were ordered to prison, and, being 

conducted by two sheriffs, they were safely lodged in close jail that night 

about 9 oôclock. The prison swarmed with fleas. They borrowed a candle 

of the jailer, and having sung the praises of that Redeemer whose cross 

                                                 
1
 See Middle District Association, Chesterfield church. 

2
 This preaching occurred at the house of James McKan, who had applied to the 

county court for a license for his residence as a place of preaching for Protestant dis-

senters, but his application had been denied. 
3
 In the warrant (still on file in the clerkôs office of Middlesex County) for the ap-

prehension of Waller and his companions the following parties are named: John Wal-

ler, Robert Ware, James Greenwood, William Webber, Richard Faulkner and Thomas 

Wafford. At the examination before the magistrate the two latter were discharged, and 

ñthe other four having declared that they had no power or authority for that which they 

had done (preaching) but from above,ò were committed to jail.ò 



 

 

they bore and from whose hands they expected a crown in the end; 

having returned thanks that it was a prison and not hell that they were in; 

praying for themselves, their friends, their enemies and persecutors, they 

laid down to sleep. The next day being Sunday, many of their friends 

came to see them and were admitted into the prison. James Greenwood 

preached to them. They were well supplied by their friends with the 

necessaries and comforts for living, which, added to the sense of Divine 

goodness that they enjoyed, they had no unpleasant season. They gave 

notice that they would preach every Wednesday and Sunday. Many 

came to hear them, insomuch that their enemies began to be enraged, and 

would frequently beat a drum while they were preaching. 

On Monday, the 24th, being court day, they were carried to the 

court-house to be tried. A guard attended them, as if they had been 

criminals. They were not allowed to speak for themselves, but peremp-

torily required to give bond and security for good behavior, and not to 

preach in the county again for one year. These terms they expressly re-

fused, and were remanded to prison, and orders given that they should be 

fed on bread and water. Accordingly, the next day they had nothing else, 

and not enough of bread. So it continued for four days, until the brethren 

and friends found it out; after that, they were furnished so plentifully that 

they bestowed in bounty upon the poor inhabitants of the town. On 

September the 10th they were allowed the prison bounds, by which they 

were much relieved; yet they were frequently under the necessity of 

resorting to the jail to avoid the rage of persecutors. The Lord daily 

opened the hearts of the people; the rich sent many presentsðthings 

calculated to nourish them in their sufferings and to alleviate their sor-

rows. William Webber fell sick. This excited the sympathy of their 

friends in a higher degree; they paid him great attention. The persecutors 

found that the imprisonment of the preachers tended rather to the fur-

therance of the Gospel. They preached regularly in prison; crowds at-

tended; the preaching seemed to have double weight when coming from 

the jail; many viewed it with superstitious reverence, so that their ene-

mies became desirous to be rid of them. Accordingly, on the 26th day of 

September, after having been thirty days in close confinement and six-

teen days in the bounds, they were liberated upon giving a bond for good 

behavior.
1
 

                                                 
1
 The jail in which Waller, Ware, Greenwood and Webber were confined was in the 

village of Urbana, at that time the county-seat of Middlesex. Now a neat and commo-

dious chapel, consecrated to the free service of God.  It stands within a few feet of the 

spot on which the jail stood, and a vigorous Baptist church are wont to meet statedly for 



The rage of persecutors had in nowise abated; they seemed, some-

times, to strive to treat the Baptists and their worship with as much 

rudeness and indecency as was possible. They often insulted the 

preachers in time of service, and would ride into the water and make 

sport when they administered baptism; they frequently fabricated and 

spread the most groundless reports, which were injurious to the charac-

ters of the Baptists. When any Baptists fell into any improper conduct, it 

was always exaggerated to the utmost extent. On one occasion, when 

Robert Ware was preaching, there came one Davis and one Kemp, two 

sons of Belial, and stood before him with a bottle, and drank, offering the 

bottle to him, cursing him. As soon as he closed his service they drew out 

a pack of cards and began to play on the stage where he had been 

standing, wishing him to reprove them that they might beat him.
1
 

Notwithstanding these severe oppositions, the Word of the Lord grew 

and multiplied greatly. Young preachers were ordained and churches 

constituted, the first of which was Lower King and Queen church, con-

stituted October 17, 1772, with seventeen members, and on the 11
th
 of 

February following Robert Ware was consecrated as pastor. Glebe 

Landing church was also constituted at the same time, and James 

Greenwood ordained a lay-elder. Exol and Piscataway churches were 

constituted in no great while after this (the former in 1775 and the latter, 

March 13, 1774). These new churches, filled with young and inexperi-

enced members, were visited frequently by J. Waller, accompanied 

sometimes by one, and sometimes another of the preachers of his own 

vicinity. His ministrations were, on the one hand, exceedingly salutary 

and comfortable to his friends; but on the other, highly displeasing to the 

enemies of the Baptists. They viewed Waller as the ring-leader of all the 

confusion and disturbance that had befallen them. Great congregations 

of people attended the Baptist meetings, while very few went to the 

parish churches. The zealots for the old order were greatly embarrassed. 

ñIf,ò said they, ñWe permit them to go on, our church must come to 

nothing, and yet if we punish them as far as we can stretch the law, it 

seems not to deter them; for they preach through prison windows in spite 

of our endeavors to prevent it.ò Sometimes the rector of the parish 

would give notice that, on a certain day, he would prove the Baptists to 

_______________________________ 
worship. For a letter written by John Waller and dated ñUrbana Prison. Middlesex 

August 12, 1771,ò see Appendix. 
1
 It is worthy of note that these two men died soon after this exchange.  And upon 

questioning, each accused the other of leading him into so deteriorating a 

crime.ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

be deceivers and their doctrines false. The attempt was often made, but 

they uniformly injured their own cause; their arguments were generally 

drawn from the extravagancies of the German Anabaptists. To this the 

Baptists in a word replied that they disclaimed all connection with the 

Anabaptists, and felt themselves no more responsible for their irregu-

larities than the Episcopalians could feel for the fooleries of the Papists; 

that the Bible was the criterion; by that they were willing to stand or fall. 

Not infrequently their leading men would attend the Baptist meetings, 

and would enter into arguments with the preachers; they insisted that 

their church was the oldest and consequently the best; that their ministers 

were learned men, and consequently most competent to interpret 

Scripture; that the better sort and well-informed adhered to them, whilst 

none, or scarcely any except the lower order, followed the Baptists; that 

they were all in peace and friendship before the coming of the Baptists; 

but now their houses and neighborhood were filled with religious dis-

putes; that the Baptists were false prophets who were to come in sheepôs 

clothing. 

To these arguments Waller and the other preached boldly and readily 

replied that if they were wolves in sheepôs clothing, and their opponents 

were the true sheep, it was quite unaccountable that they were persecuted 

and cast into prison. It was well known that wolves would destroy sheep, 

but never, until then, that sheep would prey upon wolves; that their 

coming might, indeed, interrupt their peace; but certainly if it did it must 

be a false peace, bordering on destruction and to rouse them from such 

lethargy was like waking a man whose house was burning over him; that 

the effect of their coming were similar to those foretold by Christ as 

arising from the propagation of His word, name, ñthat there should be 

five in one house, three against two, and two against threeò; that if the 

higher ranks of society did not countenance them it was no more than 

what befell their Master and His inspired Apostles; that rich men in 

every generation, with some few exceptions were enemies to a pure 

Gospel; but that God had declared that He had chosen the poor of this 

world to be rich in faith; that it was true that most of their present min-

isters were unlearned, yet that they had evidences that they were called 

to the ministry by the will of God; that this was the most essential qual-

ification of a minister, the want of which all the learning of all the 

schools could not supply. 

The Baptist preachers would often retort their own inconsistencies 

upon them: that while they professed to be Christians, they indulged 

themselves in the violation of most of the Christian precepts; that their 



communion was often polluted by the admission of known drunkards, 

gamesters, swearers and revellers; that even their clergy, learned as they 

were, had never learned the most essential doctrine of revelation, the 

indispensable necessity of the new birth or being born again; that their 

public discourses were nothing more than moral addresses, such as a 

pagan philosopher, unassisted by the Bible, could have composed. 

Foiled in their arguments, and galled by the reproaches cast upon 

them, which doubtless were often done with too much acrimony, they 

again resorted to the civil power. In August, 1772, James Greenwood 

and William Loval were preaching not far from the place where Bru-

ington Meeting-House now stands, in the county of King and Queen, 

when they were seized, by virtue of a warrant, and immediately con-

veyed to prison. After the first day and night they were allowed the 

bounds. Having continued in prison sixteen days, i.e., until court, they 

were discharged upon giving bond merely for good behavior. At this 

season they received the most unbounded kindness from Mr. Harwood, 

the jailer, and his lady. They preached regularly while in prison, and to 

much purpose. 

On March 13, 1774, the day on which Piscataway church was con-

stituted, a warrant was Issued to apprehend all the Baptist preachers that 

were at meeting. Accordingly John Waller, John Shackleford, Robert 

Ware and Ivison Lewis were taken and carried before a magistrate. 

Ivison Lewis was dismissed, not having preached in the county; the other 

three were sent to prison. It appears from Mr. Wallerôs journals, which 

we have before us, that while in prison, God permitted them to pass 

through divers and fiery trials; their minds, for a season, being greatly 

harassed by the enemy of souls. They, however, from first to last of their 

imprisonment, preached twice a week, gave much godly advice to such 

as came to visit them, read a great deal, and prayed almost without 

ceasing. In their stated devotion, morning, noon, and night, they were 

often joined by others. They continued in close confinement from the 

13th to the 21st of March, which was court day. Being brought to trial, 

they were required to give bond and security for their good behavior for 

twelve months, or go back to prison. Ware and Shackleford gave bond 

and went home; Waller being always doubtful of the propriety of giving 

any bond whatever, determined to go back to jail.
1
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 This imprisonment and trial took place in Tappahannock, the county seat of Essex.  

The old court-house, before whose bat these godly men were arraigned, was a few 

years since purchased, remodeled, and fitted as a house of worship for the Centennial 

Baptist church. 



 

 

The trials of this man of God were now greater than ever. Deserted by 

his brethren, scoffed and persecuted by his enemies, locked up with a set 

of drunken, profane wretches, he had no alternative but to commit 

himself to the hands of Omnipotence, and wait his deliverance After 

remaining in prison fourteen days, he gained his own consent to give 

bond, and go home. 

We have thus stated a few instances of the suffering of Godôs minis-

ters, in those times: time and space would fail to enumerate them all; 

many of them, however, will be rehearsed, in treating upon the churches, 

and in the biography of some of the sufferers. The trial and imprison-

ment of all the rest differ only in small matters from those already de-

scribed. From the beginning, the Baptists were unremitting in their ex-

ertions to obtain liberty of conscience; they contended that they could 

not be imprisoned by any existing law; that they were entitled to the 

same privileges that were enjoyed by the dissenters in England. Their 

judges, however, decided otherwise, and as there was no regular appeal, 

the propriety of that decision has not been legally ascertained.
1
 The 

prevailing opinion in the present day is that their imprisonment was 

unlawful. When they could not succeed in this, they resorted to the 

general court, for the purpose of obtaining licensed places for preaching, 

etc., agreeably to the Toleration law in England. 

It was in making these attempts that they were so fortunate as to in-

terest in their behalf the celebrated Patrick Henry. Being always the 

friend of liberty, he only needed to be informed of their oppression, 

when, without hesitation, he stepped forward to their relief. From that 

day until the day of their complete emancipation from the shackles of 

tyranny, the Baptists found in Patrick Henry an unwavering friend. May 

his name descend to posterity with unsullied honor! After some diffi-

culty they obtained their object, and certain places were licensed ac-

cordingly. But to a people, prompted as the Baptists were with unwea-

ried zeal for the propagation of the Gospel, a few licensed places in each 

county was but a small acquisition. They thirsted for the liberty of 

preaching the Gospel to every creature. In the meantime everything 

tended to favor their wishes. Their persecution, so far from impeding, 

really promoted their cause. Their preachers had now become numerous, 

                                                 
1
 In the trial of this question before the courts of the colony, with Peyton Randolph 

representing the one side, and Rev. Samuel Davies the other, the latter obtained from 

the law offices of the Crown in England an opinion that the act of the Colonial As-

sembly of October, 1705 (Heningôs Statutes III., p. 360), gave effect in the colony to 

the Toleration Act of I. William and Mary. 



and some of them were men of considerable talents. Many of the leading 

men favored them, (some from one motive, and some from anoth-

er)ðtheir congregations were large, and when any of their men of tal-

ents preached they were crowded. The patient manner in which they 

suffered persecution raised their reputation for piety and goodness in the 

estimation of a large majority of the people. Their numbers annually 

increased in a surprising degree. Every month new places were found by 

the preachers whereon to plant the Redeemerôs standard. In these places, 

although but few might become Baptists, yet the majority would be fa-

vorable. Many that had expressed great hostility to them, upon forming a 

closer acquaintance with them professed to be undeceived. We have 

already seen that the first Separate Baptist church north of James River 

was formed in 1767, and the second in 1769; so that at the commence-

ment of the year 1770; there were but two Separate churches in all Vi r-

ginia north of James River; and, we may add, there were not more than 

about four on the south side. In 1774, by referring to the history of the 

General Association, we find that there were thirty on the south and 

twenty-four on the north side that sent letters, etc., to the Association, 

besides a probability of several that did not associate. This must be 

considered a very rapid increase for so short a time. The Baptist interest 

increased in a much greater proportion.  

So favorable did their prospects appear that towards the close of the 

year 1774 they began to entertain serious hopes, not only of obtaining 

liberty of conscience, but of actually overturning the Church Estab-

lishment, from whence all their oppression had arisen. Petitions for this 

purpose were accordingly drawn and circulated with great industry.
1
 

Vast numbers readily, and indeed eagerly, subscribed to them. The great 

success and rapid increase of the Baptists in Virginia must be ascribed 

primarily to the power of God working with them; yet it cannot be de-

nied but that there were subordinate and cooperating causes, one of 

which, and the main one, was the loose and immoral deportment of the 

Established clergy, by which the people were left almost destitute of 
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 Sundry petitions, as the Journal of the House of Burgesses shows, had been pre-

viously presented to the assembly by Baptists setting forth that they were restricted in 

the exercise of their religion, their teachers imprisoned under various pretenses and the 

benefits of the Toleration Act denied them, and praying that they might be treated with 

the same indulgence in religious matters as Quakers, Presbyterians and other Protestant 

dissenters. Petitions to this effect from Lunenburg, Mecklenburg, Sussex and Caroline 

counties are noted under the following dates: February 12th, 22nd, 24th and March 

14th, 1772. 



 

 

even the shadow of true religion. óTis true, they had some outward forms 

of worship, but the essential principles of Christianity were not only not 

understood among them, but by many never heard of. Some of the car-

dinal precepts of morality were disregarded, and actions plainly for-

bidden by the New Testament were often proclaimed by the clergy as 

harmless and innocent, or at worst, foibles of but little account. Having 

no discipline, every man followed the bent of his own inclination. It was 

not uncommon for the rectors of parishes to be men of the loosest mor-

als. The Baptist preachers were, in almost every respect, the reverse of 

the Established clergy. The Baptist preachers were without learning, 

without patronage, generally very poor, very plain in their dress, unre-

fined in their manners, and awkward in their address, all of which, by 

their enterprising zeal and unwearied perseverance, they either turned to 

advantage or prevented their ill-effects. On the other hand, most of the 

ministers of the Establishment were men of classical and scientific ed-

ucation, patronized by men in power connected with great families, 

supported by competent salaries, and put into office by the strong arm of 

the civil power. Thus pampered and secure, the men of this order were 

rolling on the bed of luxury when the others began their extraordinary 

career. Their learning, riches, power, etc., seemed only to hasten their 

overthrow by producing an unguarded heedlessness which is so often the 

prelude to calamity and downfall. 

We are not to understand that this important ecclesiastical revolution 

was effected wholly by the Baptists. They were certainly the most active; 

but they were also joined by other dissenters. Nor was the dissenting 

interest all united, by any means at that time, equal to the accomplish-

ment of such a revolution. We must turn our eyes to the political state of 

the country to find adequate causes for such a change. 

The British yoke now galled to the quick; and the Virginians, as 

having the most tender necks, were among the first to wince. Republican 

principles had gained much ground, and were fast advancing to superi-

ority. The leading men on that side viewed the Established clergy and the 

Established religion as inseparable appendages of monarchyðone of the 

pillars by which it was supported. The dissenters, at least the Baptists, 

were republicans from interest as well as principle; if was known that 

their influence was great among common people; and the common 

people of every country are, more or less, republicans. To resist British 

oppressions effectually, it was necessary to soothe the minds of the 

people by every species of policy. The dissenters were too powerful to 

be slighted, and they were too watchful to be cheated by an ineffectual 



sacrifice. There had been a time when they would have been satisfied to 

have paid their tithes if they could have had liberty of conscience; but 

now the crisis was such that nothing less than a total overthrow of all 

ecclesiastical distinctions would satisfy their sanguine hopes. Having 

started the decaying edifice, every dissenter put to his shoulder to push it 

into irretrievable ruin. The revolutionary party found that the sacrifice 

must be made, and they made it. 

It is said, however, and probably not without truth, that many of the 

Episcopalians who voted for abolishing the Establishment did it upon an 

expectation that it would be succeeded by a general assessment. And 

considering that most of the men of wealth were on that side, they sup-

posed that their funds would be lessened very little. This, it appeared in 

the sequel, was a vain expectation. The people having once shaken off 

their fetters, would not again permit themselves to be bound. Moreover, 

the war now rising to its height, they were in too much need of funds to 

permit any of their resources to be devoted to any other purpose during 

that period; and we shall see that when it was attempted, a few years after 

the expiration of the war, the people set their faces against it. Having 

thus mentioned the Establishment, it will be proper to treat more fully 

respecting the origin and nature of those laws by which it arose and fell. 

Our ancestors, being chiefly emigrants from England, brought with 

them all that religious intolerance which had so long prevailed in the 

mother country. Thus we see that the first care of our early legislatures 

was to provide for the Church of England, as established by the act of 

Parliament. By the first act of 1623, it is provided that in every plantation 

or settlement there shall be a house or room set apart for the worship of 

God. But it soon appears that this worship was only to be according to 

the canons of the Church of England, to which a strict uniformity was 

enjoined. A person absenting himself from divine service on a Sunday 

without a reasonable excuse, forfeited a pound of tobacco; and he that 

absented himself a month, forfeited fifty pounds. Any minister who was 

absent from his church above two months in a year forfeited half his 

salary; and he who absented himself four months, forfeited the whole. 

Whoever disparaged a minister whereby the minds of his parishioners 

might be alienated, was compelled to pay 500 pounds of tobacco and ask 

the ministerôs pardon publicly in the congregation. No man was per-

mitted to dispose of any of his tobacco till the minister was satisfied, 

under penalty of forfeiting double his part of the ministerôs salary. 

The first allowance made to the ministers was ten pounds of tobacco 

and a bushel of corn for each tithable; and every laboring person, of what 



 

 

quality or condition soever, was bound to contribute. In the year 1631 the 

Assembly granted to ministers, besides the former allowance of ten 

pounds of tobacco and a bushel of corn, the twentieth calf, the twentieth 

kid and the twentieth pig. This was the first introduction of tithes, 

properly called, in Virginia. But it did not continue long, for in 1733 the 

law was repealed. 

To preserve the purity of doctrine and unity of the church, it was 

enacted in 1643 that all ministers should be conformable to the orders 

and constitution of the Church of England, and that no other persons be 

permitted to preach publicly or privately. It was further provided that the 

governor and council should take care that all non-conformists departed 

the colony with all conveniency. 

The statute of England of the 3rd of James I. against Popish recusants 

was also adopted in the year 1643. This statute declared that no Popish 

recusant should exercise the office of secret counselor, register, com-

missioner (a term then used for justices of the peace), surveyor, or sheriff 

or any other public office. Nor should any person be admitted into any of 

those offices before he had taken the oaths of allegiance and supremacy. 

The same act of Assembly by which the statute of 3rd James I. was 

adopted, further declared that if any person should assume the exercise 

of any of those offices and refuse to take the said oaths, he should be 

dismissed, and moreover forfeit 1,000 pounds of tobacco. No Popish 

priest thereafter arriving in the colony was permitted to remain more 

than five days, if wind and weather permitted his departure. 

During the existence of the Commonwealth of England, the church 

government of Virginia experienced an important change. Instead of 

enjoining obedience to the doctrine and discipline of the Church of 

England, no injunction in favor of any particular sect appears. Every-

thing relating to the affairs of the church was left at the entire disposal of 

the vestry, who being elected by the people, it may, in effect, be said that 

the people regulated their own church government. 

The above law passed at the March session, 1657-ô58. But only two 

years afterwards (at the March session, 1659-ô60) when the Quakers first 

made their appearance in Virginia, the utmost degree of persecution was 

exercised towards them. No master of a vessel was permitted to bring in 

a Quaker under the penalty of £l00 sterling; all Quakers were imprisoned 

without bail or mainprize till they found sufficient security to depart the 

colony; for returning, they were directed to be proceeded against as 

contemners of the laws and magistracy, and punished accordingly; and if 

they should come in a third time they were to be prosecuted as felons. All  



persons were prohibited, under the penalty of £100 sterling, from en-

tertaining them or permitting their assemblies in or near their houses; 

and no person was permitted to dispose of or publish any books or 

pamphlets containing the tenets of their religion. An awful memento of 

the danger of giving to the civil authority power over the consciences of 

the people! This severe law against the Quakers passed during the 

Commonwealth, when the people were unrestricted in matters of reli-

gion; but it happened in this case, as it generally has, where the civil 

power undertakes to interfere at all, that the ruling party in the State will 

tolerate no religion of the church but their own. 

A levy of fifteen pounds of tobacco per the poll was laid, in the year 

1655, upon all tithables, the surplus of which, after paying the ministerôs 

salary, was to be handed out in purchasing a glebe and stock for the 

minister. This law was re-enacted in the revisal of 1657. After the res-

toration of Charles II., which happened on the first of May, 1660, a 

temporary provision was again made favoring the Established Church. 

In the year 1661 the supremacy of the Church of England was again 

fully established. The first nine acts of the session held in March, 

1661-ô62, are devoted to that subject. A church was to be built in each 

parish, and vestries appointed. Glebes were directed to be procured for 

the ministers, and convenient houses built thereon; in addition to which 

their salaries were fixed at £80 per annum, at least, besides their per-

quisites. No minister was permitted to preach unless he had received 

ordination from some bishop in England. If any person without such 

ordination attempted to preach, publicly or privately, the Governor and 

Council might suspend and silence him; and, if he persisted, they were 

empowered to send him out of the country. In those parishes where there 

was not a minister to officiate every Sunday, a reader was to be ap-

pointed, whose duty it was to read divine service every intervening 

Sunday. The liturgy, according to the canons of the Church of England, 

was to be read every Sunday by the minister or reader; and the admin-

istration of the sacraments was to be duly observed. No other Catechism 

than that inserted in the Book of Common Prayer could be taught by the 

minister; nor could a reader attempt to expound that or the Scriptures. 

Ministers were compelled to preach every Sunday; one Sunday in a 

month, at the chapel, if any, and the others at the parish church; and 

twice a year he was compelled to administer the sacrament of the Lordôs 

supper. Every person was compelled to attend church every Sunday, 

under the penalty of fifty pounds of tobacco. But Quakers and 

non-conformists were liable to the penalties of the statute 23rd Eliza-



 

 

beth, which was £20 sterling for every monthôs absence, and, moreover, 

for twelve monthsô absence, to give security for their good behavior. 

Quakers were further liable to a fine of two hundred pounds of tobacco 

for each one found at one of their meetings; and in case of the insolvency 

of any one of them, those who were able were to pay for the insolvents.
1
 

Various other laws passed between the above period and the com-

mencement of the American Revolution by which the established reli-

gion of the Church of England was protected by the State. The salary of 

the minister was first settled at 16,000 pounds of tobacco, in the year 

1696, to be levied by the vestry on the tithables of that parish, and so 

continued to the Revolution. Any minister admitted into a parish was 

entitled to all the spiritual and temporal rights thereof; and might main-

tain an action against any person who attempted to disturb him in his 

possession. 

The same acts provided for the purchase of glebes for the ministers. 

Though the Toleration Act is not believed to have bean strictly ob-

ligatory in Virginia, yet, as was frequently the case at that period, it was 

acted under in many instances.
2
 That it was doubtful whether acts of 

Parliament respecting religion were in force in Virginia, appears by the 

act of October, 1776, chapter 2, section 1. Even this act of toleration is a 

most flagrant violation of religious freedom. 

At the October session, 1776, the first law passed suspending the 

payment of the salaries formerly allowed to the ministers of the Church 

of England. The preamble to this act is worthy of consideration,
3
 and 

was probably drawn by Mr. Jefferson, who was then a member. A 

number of memorials from different religious societies, dissenters from 

the Church of England, were presented to this Assembly, praying to be 

exempted from the payment of parochial dues to the Church of England, 

                                                 
1
 See Heningôs Statutes at Large, Vols. I and II, for the above years. 

2
 The Toleration Act of 1682 (I. William and Mary) was only adopted by the Gen-

eral Assembly of Virginia ñby a general referenceò (April 29. 1689). The records of 

Accomac County (October 15, 1699) show that Francis MaKemie, a Presbyterian 

preacher, obtained from the court a construction of the law favorable to the licensing of 

places for preaching by dissenters. Rev. Samuel Davies subsequently obtained from the 

law officers of the Crown in England an opinion supporting this view of the case. Of 

the act the able collator of the statutes of Virginia says: ñIt is surely an abuse of terms to 

call a law a toleration act, which imposes a religious test on the conscience, in order to 

avoid the penalties of another law equally violent to every principle of religious free-

dom.òðHeningôs Statutes, Volume III, page 171. 
3
 This preamble, which must have given great comfort and encouragement to the 

friends of religious liberty, is quoted in full in the Appendix. 



and for the abolition of the Established Church. In opposition to these 

there was a memorial from the clergymen of the Church of England 

praying that the Establishment might be continued. 

These memorials formed the basis of the act of that session above 

mentioned. This act for ñexempting the different societies of dissenters 

from contributing to the support and maintenance of the church as by law 

established, and its ministers,ò was preceded by set of resolutions rec-

ognizing the same principles which were afterwards engrafted into the 

act itself. It does not appear by what majority this act passed, as the ayes 

and noes were not taken on it. At the May session, 1777, the payment of 

the salaries allowed to the clergy of the Church of England was further 

suspended; and at the October session, 1779, so much of every act as 

related to the salaries formerly given to the clergy of the Church of 

England was repealed. 

The question as to the propriety of a general assessment had long been 

much agitated, and a great variety of opinions existed respecting it. By 

the fifth section of the act of October, 1776, which first suspended the 

payment of the salaries allowed to the clergy of the Church of England, 

this question as to a general assessment is expressly left undecided. 

In 1784, the subject of a general assessment was again revived. A bill, 

which had for its object the compelling of every person to contribute to 

some religious teacher, was introduced into the House of Delegates, 

under the title of ñA bill establishing provision for the teachers of the 

Christian religion;ò but on its third reading it was postponed till the 

fourth Thursday in November then nextðayes, 45; noes, 38. The fol-

lowing resolution was immediately afterwards adopted: 

Resolved, That the engrossed bill establishing a provision for 

the teachers of the Christian religion, together with the names of 

the ayes and noes on the question of postponing the third reading of 

the said bill to the fourth Thursday in November next, be published 

in handbills, and twelve copies thereof delivered to each member of 

the General Assembly, to be distributed in their respective coun-

ties; and that the people thereof be requested to signify their 

opinion respecting the adoption of such a bill  to the next session of 

Assembly. 

The above resolution drew forth a number of able and animated 

memorials from religious societies of different denominations against 

the general assessment. Among a great variety of compositions, pos-

sessing different degrees of merit, a paper drawn up by Colonel James 



 

 

Madison (now President of the United States), entitled ñA Memorial and 

Remonstrance,ò will ever hold a most distinguished place. For elegance 

of style, strength of reasoning, and purity of principle, it has, perhaps, 

seldom been equaled; certainly never surpassed by anything in the Eng-

lish language. 

The sentiments of the people appearing to be decidedly against a 

general assessment, the question was given up forever. 

At the same session, however (October, 1784), in which the bill 

providing for a general assessment failed, an act passed for ñincorpo-

rating the Protestant Episcopal Church.ò This bill passed the House of 

Delegates by a small majority only, being ayes, 47; noes, 38; but in 1786 

it was repealed. By the repealing law, the property belonging to all reli-

gious societies was secured to those societies respectively, who were 

authorized to appoint from time to time, according to the rules of their 

sect, trustees for the managing and applying such property to the reli-

gious uses of the society. And all laws which prevented any religious 

society from regulating its own discipline were repealed. 

Under the old ecclesiastical establishment no person could celebrate 

the rites of matrimony but a minister of the Church of England, and, 

according to the ceremony prescribed in the Book of Common Prayer. 

Cases, however, frequently occurred, especially during the war, where 

the marriage ceremony was performed by others. This gave rise to an act 

of October, 1780, which declared all former marriages celebrated by 

dissenting ministers good and valid in law; and authorized the county 

courts to license dissenting ministers of the Gospel, not exceeding four 

to each sect, to celebrate the rites of matrimony within their counties 

only. It was not until the year 1784 that the dissenters were put on the 

same footing as all other persons with respect to celebrating the rites of 

matrimony. By this act the marriage ceremony might be performed by 

any minister licensed to preach, according to the rules of the sect of 

which he professed to be a member. The same act has been incorporated 

in the late revisal of our laws. 

The Legislature of 1798 repealed all laws vesting property in the 

hands of any religious sect; by which the Episcopalians were deprived of 

the glebes, etc.; by which all religious sects were put into a state of 

perfect equality as it respected the favors of government.
1
 

                                                 
1
 Most of the above history of the laws of Virginia respecting religion was furnished 

by William W. Hening, Esq.ðAuthorôs note. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

From the Abolition of the Established 

Church to the Present Times, 

Being the End of the General History  

of the Separate Baptists.  
The war, though very propitious to the liberty of the Baptists, had an 

opposite effect upon the life of religion among them. As if persecution 

was more favorable to vital piety than unrestrained liberty, they seem to 

have abated in their zeal upon being unshackled from their manacles. 

This may be ascribed to several causes: both preachers and people were 

so much engrossed with anxious thoughts and schemes for effecting the 

revolution, as well as with alternate hopes and fears for the event, it was 

not probable that religion should not lose some portion of its influence 

upon the minds of professors thus divided. The downfall of Jeremiah 

Walker and some other preachers of less note, together with the conten-

tions arising from Wallerôs defection, contributed not a little towards 

dampening the zeal of the Baptists. Having lost some of their champions 

in israel, they could not, with the same boldness, face their enemies. 

Perhaps we may add that many did not rightly estimate the true source of 

liberty, nor ascribe its attainment to the proper armðin consequence of 

which God sent them liberty, and with it leanness of soul. This chill to 

their religious affections might have subsided with the war, or perhaps 

sooner, if there had not been subsequent occurrences which tended to 

keep them down. The opening of free trade by peace served as a pow-

erful bait to entrap professors [of Christianity] who were in any great 

degree inclined to the pursuit of wealth. Nothing is more common than 

for the increase of riches to produce a decrease of piety. Speculators 

seldom make warm Christians. Kentucky and the Western country took 

off many of the preachers who had once been exceedingly successful in 

the ministry. From whatever cause, certain it is that they suffered a very 

wintry season. With some few exceptions the declension was general 

throughout the state. The love of many waxed cold. Some of the 

watchmen fell, others stumbled, and many slumbered at their posts. In-

iquity greatly abounded. Associations were but thinly attended, and the 

business was badly conducted. God has left many promises that He will 



 

 

not always chide, nor be angry with His people; that He will turn again 

the captivity of Zion, etc. The long and great declension induced many to 

fear that the times of refreshing would never come, but that God had 

wholly forsaken them. 

Their enemies likewise often reproached them, saying: ñWhere is the 

promise of His coming? We believed, and said, they would come to 

nothing, and our prediction is fast fulfilling.ò But let God be true and 

every man a liar . The set time to favor Zion at length arrived, and as the 

declension had been general, so also was the revival. It may be consid-

ered as having begun in 1783, on James River. It spread as fire among 

stubble, continuing for several years in different parts. Very few 

churches were without the blessing. How great the change! When reli-

gion was down, nothing but lamentations mixed with groans and tears 

could be heard from its zealous advocates. ñOh! that it were with us as in 

days past when the candle of the Lord shone upon us.ò ñHow is the gold 

become dim; how is the most fine gold changed!ò 

This cry was reversed so soon as Heaven smiled. ñWe are as men that 

dream. This surely is too great to be real. Our mouths are filled with 

laughter, and our tongues with singing,ò On the part of the many who 

were convicted in the congregations, you could hear earnest cries for 

mercy, with many tears and lamentations. From lips that had previously 

been employed in blasphemy, you would hear, ñWhat shall we do to be 

saved? God be merciful to me a sinner!ò In a time of revival there are but 

few who go to meetings that are not more or less affected. Some, indeed, 

are much exasperated, and call it hypocrisy, delusion, enthusiasm, etc. 

Yet, even of these it does not unfrequently happen that some will be-

come deeply convicted and finally profess that faith which they once 

despised.  

The manner of conducting the general revival was somewhat ex-

traordinary. It was not unusual to have a large proportion of a congre-

gation prostrate on the floor; and, in some instances, they have lost the 

use of their limbs. No distinct articulation could be heard unless from 

those immediately by. Screams, cries, groans, songs, shouts, and ho-

sannas, notes of grief and notes of joy, all heard at the same time, made a 

heavenly confusion, a sort of indescribable concert. Even the wicked and 

unenlightened were astonished and said, the Lord hath done great things 

for this people. At associations and great meetings, where there were 

several ministers, many of them would exercise their gifts at the same 

time in different parts of the congregation; some in exhortation; some in 

praying for the distressed; and some in argument with opposers. At first 



many of the preachers did not approve of this kind of work. They thought 

it extravagant. Others fanned it as fire from heaven. It is not unworthy of 

notice that in those congregations where the preachers encouraged these 

exercises to much extent, the work was more extensive and greater 

numbers were added. It must also be admitted that in many of these 

congregations no little confusion and disorder arose after the revival had 

subsided. Some have accounted for this by an old maxim; ñWhere much 

good is done much evil will also be done. Where God sows many good 

seed the enemy will sow many tares.ò Be that as it may, certain it is that 

many ministers who labored earnestly to get Christians into their 

churches were afterwards much perplexed to get out hypocrites. Perhaps 

the best conclusion is to avoid either extreme. A stiff formality or an 

inordinate confusion ought each to be shunned. A scriptural and rational 

animation is from God, and ought to be indulged and encouraged. Yet 

vigilance ought to be used to keep off actual fanaticism as being the 

effect of natural and unenlightened emotions. 

It has already been said that this revival commenced in the year 1785. 

It continued spreading until about 1791 or 1792. Thousands were con-

verted and baptized, besides many who joined the Methodists and 

Presbyterians. The Protestant Episcopalians, although much dejected by 

the loss of the Establishment, had nevertheless continued their public 

worship, and were attended by respectable congregations. But after this 

revival their society fell fast into dissolution. This revival among the 

Baptists did not produce as many young preachers as might have been 

expected. Mr. Leland, in his Virginia Chronicle, from which many of the 

foregoing remarks have been taken, makes the following observation: 

In the late great additions that have been made to the churches, 

there are but few who have engaged in the work of the ministry. 

Whether it is because the old preachers stand in their way, or 

whether it is because the people do not pray the Lord of the Harvest 

to thrust out laborers, or whether it is not rather a judgment of God 

upon the people for neglecting those who are already in the work, 

not communicating to them in all good things, I cannot say. 

From this revival great changes took place among the Baptists, some 

for the better and others for the worse. Their preachers became much 

more correct in their manner of preaching. A great many odd tones, 

disgusting whoops and awkward gestures were disused. In their matter, 

also, they had more of sound sense and strong reasoning. Their zeal was 

less mixed with enthusiasm, and their piety became more rational. They 



 

 

were much more numerous, and of course, in the eyes of the world, more 

respectable. Besides, they were joined by persons of much greater 

weight in civil society; their congregations became more numerous than 

those of any other Christian sect, and in short, they might be considered, 

from this period, as taking the lead in matters of religion in many places 

of the State. This could not but influence their manners and spirit more or 

less. Accordingly a great deal of that simplicity and plainness, that rigid 

scrupulosity about little matters which so happily tends to keep us at a 

distance from greater follies, was laid aside.  

Their mode of preaching, also, was somewhat changed. At their first 

entrance into the State, though not incoherent in their method and lan-

guage, they were quite correct in their views upon all subjects of primary 

importance. No preachers ever dealt out to their hearers the nature of 

experimental religion more clearly and more warmly. As their respect-

ability increased, the preachers and their hearers found a relish for 

stronger meat, which, to a proper extent, was very suitable; but it too 

often happened, in indulging this, that party spirit and even vanity had 

too much influence. To dive deeply into the mysteries of the Gospel; to 

tell or to make a plausible guess about what happened before the world 

was made or what will happen before it shall end, looked more wise and 

excited more applause than to travel on in the old track. Some of the 

preachers, likewise, falling unhappily into the Arminian scheme, stirred 

up no small disputation, and thereby imperceptibly drove their oppo-

nents to the borders, if not within the lines of Antinomianism.
1
  

Practical piety was, in many places, too little urged. These things were 

followed by a relaxation in discipline in many of the churches, and a 

consequent state of disorder. It must not be understood that these irreg-

ularities went to very great lengths, or that they generally prevailed; this 

was by no means the case. They had not become as the church at La-

odicea or Sardis; but rather as the church at Ephesus; they had in a degree 

left their first love. Wherever these evils prevailed disagreeable conse-

quences sooner or later sprung from them. The Baptistsô name fell into 

disrepute, their principles were reprobated as leading to licentiousness; 

their meetings were deserted by the people, who, thus misled, turned in 

many places to other societies. 

It is a fact quite obvious to every religious character who has traveled 

through Virginia and made observations, that there are few instances in 

which the Baptists have not flourished to a considerable extent, except in 

                                                 
1
 Anarchy, against any law at all. 



places where their cause has been badly supported or completely be-

trayed by the disorders of professors. 

Since the great revival just described,
1
 there have been several partial 

ones, which will be taken notice of in their proper places. 

                                                 
1
 The great revival described in the foregoing chapter seems to have been most 

powerfully marked and effective in the Dover, Goshen, Culpeper, and Ketocton As-

sociations. In the former its influence was generally felt; Lunsford and Toler reaped a 

large harvest in Morattico and Nomini churches in the Northern Neck, and Noel and 

Shackleford in upper King and Queen and Tuckahoe (in Caroline) baptized a yet larger 

number of converts. County Line, Wallers, North Fork of Pamunkey, Wilderness, and 

Goldmine, in the Goshen Association, were signally blessed, as also were Crooked 

Run, F.T., Rapid Ann and Blue Run, in the Culpeper. Among the Ketocton churches 

Bull Run and Chappawamsic were most highly blessed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

Cont aining a History of the General 

Association of the Separate Baptists, from 

Their First Session, until the Division in 

1783 
An Association is a council or assembly, composed of delegates or 

representatives from each church within the bounds designated for that 

purpose, the object of which is to take into consideration the welfare of 

the churches, and to assist them by their counsel in the preservation of 

order and discipline among themselves. Each church sends by their 

delegates a letter directed to the Association. These letters inform the 

Association whom they have deputed as delegates; what is the state and 

standing of the church; their number, deaths, removals, additions, and 

exclusions, etc.
1
 The Baptist churches are independent, and conse-

quently the business of Associations is not authoritative; they may ad-

vise, and indeed urge their advice, but cannot compel. 

The business of Associations is commonly drawn from the letters, 

being inserted by the churches, by way of query. This, however, is not 

the only mode of introducing it. The debates are generally short, and the 

whole business is commonly completed in two days. In Virginia most, if 

not all the Associations, include Sunday as one of the days for their being 

together. 

Nothing is attended to on this day except preaching and the different 

parts of public worship. Vast crowds in most places attend Associations 

for the purpose of hearing the preaching. For, in addition to the min-

istrations of Sunday, the congregations who assemble on the other days 

are entertained at some convenient place by preachers sent out by the 

Association for that purpose. Therefore, besides the good derived from 

the immediate business of an Association, the indirect advantages are 

very great. From a conviction of this truth, the Dover Association, in one 

of her circular letters,
2
 inserts the following remarks:  

The indirect advantages of Associations can only be known by 

                                                 
1
 In a time of revival, it is quite animating to hear the letters read.ðAuthorôs note. 

2
 This circular letter was read at the Association, held October 11, 1794, with 

Nomini church, Westmoreland County. 



experience. Those who have been accustomed to attend them have 

seen and felt the blessings conveyed through them. We conceive it 

is no inconsiderable advantage that an opportunity should be of-

fered for brethren to see each other. ñAs iron sharpeneth iron, so a 

man sharpeneth the countenance of his friend.ò A second ad-

vantage is that they communicate to each other the transactions of 

the different parts of the country from whence they came. They tell 

how richly the grace of God is communicated; how profusely His 

blessings are poured out, and how wisely ordered are all His 

providences. ñAs cold water to a thirsty soul, so is good news from 

a far country.ò Thirdly, they may be beneficial to the church and 

neighborhood in and about which they may be held, seeing they 

have it in their power to hear those gifts and talents displayed that 

are best calculated to instruct, and most likely to profit. Fourthly, 

advantages may arise to almost every part of the district by the 

visits of the ministers as they pass to and from the Association. 

There are fifteen Associations wholly within the State of Virginia, 

besides four others, of which a part only are within this State, the other 

part being in some adjacent State. Of the fifteen, six lie north of James 

Riverðviz., Ketocton, Culpeper, Albemarle, Goshen, Dover, and Ac-

comac; six south of James RiverðPortsmouth, Middle District, Me-

herrin, Appomattox, Roanoke, and Strawberry; and three west of the 

Alleghany MountainsðNew River, Greenbrier, and Union. The four of 

which only a part lies in Virginia are: Mayo, on the borders of Virginia 

and North Carolina; Mountain, on the borders of Virginia, North Caro-

lina and Tennessee; Holston, on the borders of Virginia and Tennessee; 

and Redstone, on the borders of Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. A 

particular account of each of these will be given in their proper order. In 

the mean time we must begin with the Original Separate Baptist Asso-

ciation.
1
 

Having related how through their evangelical labors the Separates had 

disseminated the principles of the Baptistsðor, rather, the doctrines of 

the New Testamentðthrough various parts of the State of Virginia and 

North Carolina, we shall now inquire after what manner they were em-

ployed in their deliberative assemblies. We have already noticed that 

through the counsel of Mr. Stearns an Association was formed and or-

                                                 
1
 This first Association was held with Sandy Creek church. Their meetinghouse was 

situated near the stream of the same name in Guilford (now Randolph) County, N.C. 



 

 

ganized January, 1760,
1
 and who met again in July of the same year. 

Including both these meetings, the list of their churches stood thus: 

Sandy CreekðElder Shubal Stearns. 

Deep RiverðNathaniel Powel (a brother). 

Abbotôs CreekðElder Daniel Marshall. 

Little RiverðJoseph Breed (a brother). 

Neus RiverðEzekiel Hunter. 

Black RiverðJohn Newton. 

Dan River, Pittsylvania County, Va.ðElder Samuel Harris. 

Lunenburg County, Va.ðWilliam Murphy. 

We are not to look for regularity and method among a people whose 

only study was the prosperity of vital godliness. No church had been 

regularly constituted in Virginia at the time of either of these Associa-

tions. It would seem, however, that those two mentioned in the list were 

sufficiently numerous to exercise the privileges of a church, and were 

therefore admitted into the Association. The chief business of these 

Associations was to receive petitions and to appoint preachers to travel 

into new places where the Gospel was likely to flourish.  

We continued together (says the manuscript of James Read, who 

was present) three or four days. Great crowds of people attended, 

mostly through curiosity. The great power of God was among us. 

The preaching every day seemed to be attended with Godôs bless-

ing. We carried on our Association with sweet decorum and fel-

lowship to the end. Then we took leave of one another with many 

solemn charges from our reverend old father Shubal Stearns, to 

stand fast unto the end. 

At their next Association multitudes, both of friends and strangers, 

came, many from a great distance. The Rev. John Gano, from New 

England, was there. He was sent, it seems, to inquire into the state of 

these New Light Baptists. He was received by Stearns with great affec-

tion. But the young and illiterate preachers were afraid of him, and kept 

at a distance. They even refused to invite him into their Association. All 

this he bore patiently, sitting by while they transacted their business. He 

preached also every day. His preaching was in the Spirit of the Gospel. 

Their hearts were opened, so that before he left them they were greatly 

attached to him. So superior were Mr. Ganoôs talents for preaching that 

some of the young and unlearned preachers said they felt as if they never 
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 The account of this Association is taken from Bacchusô History of the Baptists of 

New England, Volume 3, page 274.ðAuthorôs note. 



could undertake to preach again. This Association was also conducted in 

love, peace, and harmony. When Mr. Gano returned to his own country, 

being asked what he thought of these Baptists, replied, that ñdoubtless 

the power of God was among them; that although they were rather 

immethodical, they certainly had the root of the matter at heart.ò
1
 

At their third Association it seems they were gratified with the most 

pleasing accounts of the great spread of the Gospel. Very many requests 

were also sent from various quarters for preachers to be sent them. They 

had a very happy Association. 

The Associations continued thus happy and thus increasing, inso-

much, that at their fifth or sixth session, it appears they received dele-

gates from some churches as high up as the mountains, and from thence 

to the ocean. In 1767, some of the Spotsylvania preachers attended the 

Association, and obtained the attendance of a presbytery, to constitute 

their first church. The sessions were all held in the vicinity of Stearns and 

the older preachers. The younger ones, from Virginia and both the Car-

olinas, attended constantly, and derived much knowledge and consola-

tion from the conversation of the more experienced. From such accounts 

as can be had, it appears that all these Associations were conducted with 

peace and harmony, and were productive of extensive usefulness. 

After the disagreement between the Regulars and Separates, which 

took place in Spotsylvania, attempts were made, on both sides, to effect a 

reconciliation. Among the Separates, the objections raised by a few 

popular characters prevailed. They, it seems, thought the Regulars were 

not sufficiently particular in small matters, such as dress, etc. They also 

expressed fears that the confession of faith adopted by the Regulars 

might in time bind them too much, as there were some objectionable 

parts. A majority of the Regulars were favorable to a union. Some, 

however, wished that the confession of faith should be adopted by the 

Separates by way of condition. 

In 1769 an Association was held by the Separates, in North Carolina, 

to which the Ketocton or Regular Baptist Association, sent as messen-

                                                 
1
 Rev. John Gano was born at Hopewell, New Jersey, July 22, 1727. He was married 

May 29, 1754, and became pastor of Scotch Plains church. He subsequently spent four 

years in the South, and in 1762, at the constitution of the First Baptist church of New 

York City, he was chosen as their pas tor, and served as such for twenty-six years, save 

that during the Revolution he served as chaplain in the New York brigade under Gen-

eral Clinton. In 1788 he moved to Kentucky and became the pastor of Town Fork 

church near Lexington. There he died in 1804. The recently published account of his 

having secretly immersed General Washington is without the slightest warrant in fact. 



 

 

gers the Rev. Messrs. Garrett, Major, and Saunders with a letter, of 

which the following is an extract: 

Beloved in our Lord Jesus Christ: 

The bearers of this letter can acquaint you with the design of 

writing it. Their errand is peace, and their business is a reconcili-

ation between us, if there is any difference subsisting. If we are all 

Christians, all Baptistsðall New Lightsðwhy are we divided? 

Must the little appellative names, Regular and Separate, break the 

golden bond of charity, and set the sons and daughters of Zion at 

variance? ñBehold how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to 

dwell together in unityò; but how bad and how bitter it is for them 

to live asunder in discord. To indulge ourselves in prejudice is 

surely a disorder, and to quarrel about nothing is irregularity with 

a witness. O! Our dear brethren! Endeavor to prevent this calamity 

for the future. 

This excellent letter was presented to the Association, and, after a 

lengthy debate, the proposal for a union was rejected by a small majority. 

The Separate Baptist Association met again in 1770 at Grassy Creek 

meetinghouse,
1
 in North Carolina. The churches had now become nu-

merous, there being a considerable number in each of the three States. It 

had been usual with them to do nothing in Associations but by unanim-

ity. If in any measure proposed there was a single dissenting vote they 

labored first by arguments to come to unanimous agreement; when ar-

guments failed, they resorted to frequent prayer, in which all joined. 

When both these failed, they sometimes appointed the next day for 

fasting and prayer, and to strive to bring all to be of one mind. At this 

session they split in their first business. Nothing could be done on the 

first day. They appointed the next for fasting and prayer. They met and 

labored the whole day until an hour by sun in the afternoon, and could do 

nothing, not even appoint a Moderator. The third day was appointed for 

the same purpose, and to be observed in the same way. They met early 

and continued together until 3 oôclock in the afternoon without having 

accomplished anything. A proposal was then made that the Association 

should be divided into three districts, that is, one in each State. To this 

there was a unanimous consent at once. 

Whereupon they appointed the first session for the Association in 

                                                 
1
 This meetinghouse was situated about two miles from the Virginia line in Gran-

ville County, N.C., and after the creek for which it was namedða tributary of the 

Roanoke River. 



Virginia to be held at Thompsonôs meetinghouse, in Louisa County, the 

last Saturday in September, 1771; For North Carolina, at Haw-River 

meetinghouse; and For South Carolina, at Seleuda. 

The Association then dismissed, without transacting any other busi-

ness.
1
 It was, however, privately agreed upon among the Virginia dele-

gates to hold an occasional session at E. Craigôs meetinghouse, in Or-

ange County, the second Saturday in May, 1771. This was designed 

more particularly for the purpose of forming regulations, etc. 

They did accordingly meet in May, and as this was the first session of 

the Virginia Separate Baptist Association, it will not be unacceptable to 

our readers to insert the proceedings in full. 

MINUTES OF THE 
FIRST SEPARATE BAPTIST ASSOCIATION2 

At an occasional Association, held at Craigôs meetinghouse, in Or-

ange County, second Saturday in May, 1771. By a private poll Samuel 

Harris was chosen moderator, and John Waller, Jr., clerk. The letters 

from the several churches were read. The state of each was as follows: 

                                                 
1
 The above relation is taken from a manuscript of Elijah Craig, who was pre-

sent.ðAuthorôs note. 
2
 For a further account of this Association, held with Blue Run Church, see extract 

in the Appendix to this volume, copied from the journal of Elder John Williams. 
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Fallôs Creek 

church, 

Pittsylvania. 

Samuel Har-

ris, Jacob 

Metciff 

32 1      62 

Bedford church 

(a new church) 

William Lov-

ell 
       29 

Amherst 

church 

(a new church) 

Thomas Har-

gitt, James 

Meneese 

       26 

Buckingham 

church 

Rane Chas-

tain, Jr., Wil-

liam Johnston 

16       52 

Amelia church Jeremiah 

Walker, Da-

vid Ellington,  

John Williams 

66 2 1 4 10 3 5 260 

Louisa church James Childs, 

David 

Thompson,  

Andrew Trib-

ble 

17  1 9 1 2 1 100 

Lower church 

(Spotsylvania) 

John Waller, 

John Burris, 

Reuben Ford, 

William 

Webber 

103 3 2 3 3 57 2 253 

Middle church 

(Spottsylvania) 

Lewis Craig, 

Joseph 

Bledsoe, Wil-

liam Card, 

John Craig 

31 10  1 3 1 1 105 



 
Upper church 

(Spottsylvania 

Elijah Craig, 

George 

Twiman, 

Bartlet Ben-

net, George 

Eves 

 2 1 4  3  120 

Culpepper 

church 

John Monrow, 

Thomas Pey-

ton 

1       21 

Carterôs Run 

church  

(Fauquier) 

Joseph 

Hotsclaw, 

James Weth-

ers 

76   2 1   148 

Shenandoah 

church  

(Frederick) 

William 

Marshall, 

Reuben 

Pickett 

78 1   2   159 

Black Water 

church  

(Bedford) 

Neither dele-

gate nor letter 
        

Dan River 

church 

(Pittsylvania) 

Neither dele-

gate nor letter 
        

TOTAL:  420 19 5 23 20 66 9 1335 

 

Adjourned till Monday morning, eight oôclock. 

May 13, 1771, Monday morningðMet together all except our breth-

ren David Ellington, James Childs, and Thomas Peyton, who disap-

peared.  We all agreed to proceed to business, as follows: 

1. It is unanimously agreed that the Association has no power or au-

thority to impose anything upon the churches; but that we act as an ad-

visory council. 

2. We believe we have a right to withdraw ourselves from any church 

that may neglect to correspond with us and justify their conduct. 

3. With regard to the constitution of churches.ðAny number of 

members that live at a distance too far to assemble with ease, with the 

body of the church, at their monthly meeting, having first obtained leave 

from their church, have a right to petition any ordained minister of the 

same faith and order, with what helps he chooses, being approved of by 

the members, to look into their stability; and if found ripe, to constitute 

them a church, describing their boundary and allowing the privilege to 

any member who lives near to the said limits to join which of the 



 

 

churches he pleases. 

4. With regard to ordination, etc.ðEvery ordained minister of the 

same faith, etc., being legally called upon by any church, may administer 

the sacraments among them, and with the help of their church, ordain 

their elders or deacons if found qualified; and in case they have made 

choice of a minister whom they desire to be examined and ordained, they 

may petition neighboring ministers to proceed in the said work, and on 

special occasions any of them failing to come, one ordained minister 

with an ordained elder or elders may proceed in the ordination. 

5. We advise any church, in distraction or distress, to send for helps 

from one or more sister churches to assist them in such a case. 

6. It is agreed that if any delegate sent from any church should 

transgress, in any instance, unknown to his church, the offended party, 

his fellow-delegate and the moderator, may bar him from sitting. 

7. All matters brought before the Association for their advice to be 

determined by a majority of voices, except what from the clearness of 

Scripture light forces conviction on all; then there is no necessity for 

putting it to the decision of votes. 

8. It is agreed that an itinerant minister may be ordained without ap-

plying to the Association, by a presbytery of ministers (and we advise 

that as many as conveniently can, may be called for that purpose), upon 

their examination and a recommendation of his doctrine and manner of 

life from the church he is a member of. 

9. It is agreed that a circular letter be sent by the Association to each 

church, informing them something of the heads of their business, etc. 

Adjourned till tomorrow morning 7 oôclock. 

Tuesday Morning.ðCame together and proceeded as follows: The 

delegatesô names being called over, our brethren David Ellington, David 

Thompson, Andrew Tribble, and Bartlet Bennet, failed to appear. 

PresentðDavid Thompson and Andrew Tribble
1
 

It is agreed that every church, with respect to covenanting, is left to 

use their own liberty. 

                                                 
1
 Andrew Tribble was a son of George Tribble, of Caroline County, where he was 

born in March, 1711. He became an early member of Thompsonôs (Goldmine) church, 

In Louisa County. In 1777 he was called as pastor by Albemarle church, and ordained 

by a presbytery of which Lewis Craig was a member. He had previously preached for 

some time in Albemarle. He removed to Kentucky in 1783, and settled on Dix River, 

and subsequently in Clarke County. In 1788 he organized Tateôs Creek church and 

became their pastor. He held this relation also to Unity church. He died at an advanced 

age, December 23, 1823. 



We advise every church to insert all their queries in their letters to the 

Association. PresentðBrother Bartlet Bennet. 

The church of Shenandoah and Fauquier having requested help with 

respect to the ordination of elders, baptizing, etc., brother Samuel Harris 

agrees (God willing) to go and answer the said request. 

A query from the church in Orange, viz.: Whether we have a right to 

dismiss a member from under the care of our order? 

Answered in the negative.
1
 

A query from Amelia church, viz.: Whether church dealing ought not 

to be transacted privately, the members only being present? 

Answered in the negative. 

A query from Amelia church, viz.: What are the terms of communion 

fixed in the Word of God? 

Answered. Fellowship in the same faith and order. 

A query from Amelia church, viz.: Whether any member, who shall 

refuse to acknowledge himself obliged by the Scriptures to observe the 

Sabbath, should not be avoided as heretical till he retract his sentiments? 

Answered. It is agreed to be referred to the next Association. 

A query from Lower Spotsylvania church, viz.; Whether it is lawful 

and expedient for our ministers to obtain license from the civil law, for 

only one or more meeting-places, and so be restricted from general li-

cense given them by King JesusðMark 16th chapter, 15th and 16th 

verses, etc.? 

Answered. It is agreed to be referred to the next Association. 

Adjourned until tomorrow morning 7 oôclock. 

Wednesday Morning,ðMet and proceeded as follows: The church of 

Christ, on Black Water, in Bedford, having sent neither letter nor dele-

gate to this Association, at the request of the Association, Brother 

Samuel Harris and Brother William Lovell are agreed to visit them and 

invite them to appear by their delegate at the next Association. 

The church of Christ, on Dan River, in Pittsylvania, having sent nei-

ther letter nor delegate to this Association, and hearing that said church 

is in distress, Brother Walker and Brother Burris are agreed, by and with 

the consent of the Association, to offer them their help, the second Fri-

day, being the 12th of July, 1771; and they are requested to make a report 

at the next Association. 

Our Brother Harris, who was one of our delegates sent last fall to visit 

                                                 
1
 This means a dismissal from the Baptist Society altogether, and not a dismissal 

from one Baptist church to join another.-ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

our sister churches in the South government in distress, made report full 

to our satisfaction. 

We advise that a committee of three persons be appointed to settle all 

expenses that may fall upon the Association. 

The committee being sent out, returned and made their report that 

there was a balance due from us, etc., to the amount of £4 15s.,
1
 which 

was received. 

The Association letter to the several churches being read, was ap-

proved of. 

Brother Samuel Harris was chosen as our delegate to hold up our 

correspondence with the North and South Carolina Associations. 

Then adjourned till the last Saturday in September at Thompsonôs 

meetinghouse, in Louisa, 

Samuel Harris, Moderator.  

John Waller, Jr., Clerk. 

The Association, of which the above are the minutes, was held nearly 

forty years past. From them may be gathered a pretty correct view of the 

mode of government used by the Baptists of that day. It will be seen that 

the government of the present time varies from it very little. 

It is worthy of note that one of the constitutional articles disclaims all 

power over the churches. Yet, the next declares a right in the Association 

to withdraw from delinquent churches in certain cases. Nothing less can 

be meant by this article than that the Association, in behalf of all orderly 

churches in her correspondence, would discountenance all disorderly 

ones. It is then a question whether a church, discountenanced by the 

Association, can any longer be considered a part of the Baptist Society. 

Would it not be deemed disorderly for any other church to continue their 

fellowship towards one that could not meet in the same Association? 

Churches may not only become disorderly in practice, but heterodox in 

sentiment. In Virginia, perhaps, we have been more fortunate; but in 

Kentucky, and in England, the majority of some of the Baptist churches 

have become Arians or Socinians. To give an Association power to deal 

with, and finally to put such out of their connection, must be proper, and 

indeed, must be what is designed by the above article. By no other means 

could a general union be preserved. By the article which disclaims all 

power, we must understand all power over the internal government of 

the churches. It is also worthy of note that while one of the articles de-

                                                 
1
 Four pounds, 15 shillings.  The American dollar system was not yet in place at this 

time. 



clares that churches may be constituted, and preachers ordained without 

any application to the Association, it is recorded in the same minutes that 

at the request of a certain church a minister is appointed by the Associ-

ation to assist in the ordination of eiders, etc. From which it would seem 

that any Association is a suitable medium through which such matters 

can be advantageously arranged. 

The next session, they assembled at Thompsonôs meetinghouse, the 

last Saturday in September, according to the appointment made at 

Grassy Creek the year before. From thence they adjourned to Lewis 

Craigôs meetinghouse, at which they held their next session, the second 

Saturday in May, 1772. 

Their next session was held at Wallerôs meetinghouse, the last Sat-

urday in September, 1773.
1
 Of the proceedings of these three sessions 

we can obtain no certain account.
2
 

The next Association was held at Dover meetinghouse, in Goochland 

County, commencing May 8, 1773. Samuel Harris was appointed mod-

erator, and John Waller, Jr., clerk. Letters and delegates from thirty-four 

churches were received. These churches contained 3,195 members, of 

which 526 had been baptized subsequent to the last Association. The 

largest church was Carterôs Run, in Fauquier, under the care of the Rev. 

John Picket, which contained 278 members. The largest number bap-

tized in any one church was fifty-five, in Reedy Bottom Church, in 

Halifax, under the care of Reuben Picket. There were sixty-one dele-

gates, including among them almost every distinguished preacher in the 

State. 

The following queries and solutions are recorded in the minutes of 

this Association, viz.: 

1. Is the laying on of hands upon baptized members, merely as such, a 

Gospel ordinance or not? 

Answer. The churches are left at their liberty to act as they may think 

best. 

2. Ought persons in general, who are possessed of ministerial gifts, to 

be ordained merely as ministers, or ought they to be ordained to a par-

ticular charge? 

Answer. A majority in favor of the latter. 

                                                 
1
 For a reference to a correspondence between the General and Separatist Baptists at 

this meeting, see History of Portsmouth Association. 
2
 The time and place were discovered from the letters of correspondence found 

among Mr. John Williamsôs (for of elder John Williams, see Appendix: Papers) 

ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

3. Is it lawful to receive a member into fellowship who is married to 

his wifeôs sister? 

Answer. No. 

4. Is it agreeable to Scripture for an unmarried man to take the pas-

toral care of a church? 

Answer. Yes. 

An appointment of four ministers was made at this session to visit the 

Kehukee Regular Association and churches, in order to know their 

standing and make report. Samuel Harris, E. Craig, John Waller, and 

David Thompson were appointed. 

A motion was made by E. Craig to divide the Association into two 

districts, viz., one north and one south of James River. The motion was 

inserted in the minutes and referred to the next Association. 

They held their next session at Meherrin meetinghouse, Lunenburg 

County, in the fall of the same year, 1773. 

Not being able to obtain the minutes of this session, we do not know 

what business was done, except that they agreed to divide the Associa-

tion according to the plan proposed in the last Association. 

The Southern District agreed to meet at Hallôs meetinghouse, Halifax 

County, second Saturday in May, 1774. The Northern, at Pickettôs 

meetinghouse, Fauquier County, the fourth Saturday in May, 1774. This, 

it will be found in the sequel, was only a temporary division. 

The Southern District met, according to appointment, at Hallôs 

meetinghouse.
1
 Samuel Harris was chosen moderator, and John Wil-

liams clerk. Letters and delegates from twenty-seven churches were 

received. It appears that the churches in this district contained at that 

time 2,033 members, of whom 259 had been baptized since the last 

Association. The most numerous church was Banister, under the care of 

Nathaniel Hall, containing two hundred and ten members. The greatest 

number baptized in any one church was forty-two, in Meherrin, in 

Lunenburg County, under the ministry of John Williams. 

For three or four years there had been severe persecutions against the 

Baptists in many parts of Virginia. Letters were received at this Asso-

ciation from preachers confined in prison, particularly from David 

Tinsley, then in Chesterfield jail. The hearts of their brethren were af-

fected at their sufferings, in consequence of which it was agreed to raise 

                                                 
1
 The frequency with which the churches in which these  meetings were held are 

designated by the names of their pastors makes it probable that ñHallôs meetinghouse,ò 

here mentioned, was that of Banister church, then under the pastoral care of Nathaniel 

Hall. 



contributions for their aid. The following resolution was also entered 

into: 

Agreed to set apart the second and third Saturdays in June as 

public fast days, in behalf of our poor blind persecutors, and for the 

releasement of our brethren. 

At this Association, for the first time, the following query was in-

troduced, which afterwards produced some weighty consequences: 

Query. Ought all the ministerial gifts recorded in the 4th chapter of 

Ephesians, 11th, 12th and 13th verses, be in use in the present time? 

Answer. A great majority suppose all the ministerial gifts recorded in 

said Scripture are, and ought to be, in use in the churches. Although we 

pay a due regard to the distinction between ordinary and extraordinary 

gifts. 

They appointed their next session to be at Walkerôs meetinghouse,
1
 in 

Amelia County, the second Saturday in October, 1774. 

The Northern District also met in Fauquier,
2
 according to their ap-

pointment, on the fourth Saturday in May, 1774. 

Samuel Harris and John Williams having attended this Association as 

corresponding delegates from the Southern District; the former was 

appointed moderator, and John Waller clerk. 

Letters were received from twenty-four churches, stating their num-

bers in all to be 1,921, of whom 158 had been baptized since the last 

Association. The largest church, viz., Lower Spotsylvania, now called 

Wallerôs, contained 188 members, being under the charge of John 

Waller. The greatest number baptized in any one church was twen-

ty-eight. This was the church called the White-House, probably under 

the ministry of John Koontz. 

A query. Whether the doctrine of the non-eternity of hell-torments 

ought to be deemed heretical, and what should be done with a member 

who held it? 

Answered. The doctrine is heretical, and all persons holding it ought 

to be purged out of the churches. 

To this Association was also sent the query mentioned above, viz.: 

Whether the ministerial gifts mentioned in Ephesians 4th chapter, and 

11th, 12th, and 13th verses, are now in use? After two daysô debate, a 

                                                 
1
 Nottoway church, under care of Jeremiah Walker, located in the southern end of 

Nottoway County, near the Lunenburg line. This section was a part of Amelia till 1788. 
2
 At Carterôs Run meetinghouse, in the lower part of Fauquier County, near the 

Rappahannock River. 



 

 

majority decided that it ought to be put off until the next Association. 

The question respecting a confession of faith was agitated at this 

session, and decided that each church might exercise her own discretion 

in adopting the confession of faith or not.
1
 

The Southern District met in an annual Association, according to 

appointment, at Walkerôs meetinghouse, in Amelia County, second 

Saturday in October, 1774. 

Letters from thirty churches were received, stating their number in all 

to be 2,083, whom 416 had been baptized subsequent to the spring As-

sociation. The greatest number baptized in any one church was seventy- 

two, in Banister church. Halifax County, under the pastoral care of Na-

thaniel Hall; this was also the largest church, containing 229 members. 

Samuel Harris was appointed moderator, and John Williams clerk. 

A letter was received from the Philadelphia Association, with a copy 

of their minutes. Likewise the minutes of the Charleston Association 

were received; all of which were read. 

At this Association, the query respecting the proper interpretation of 

Ephesians 4:11-13 was again debated, and by a unanimous vote, three 

excepted, it was resolved that the said offices are now in use in Christôs 

church, and the said three submitted to the majority.  It was further re-

solved that the said offices be immediately established by the appoint-

ment of certain persons to fill them, provided any possessed of such gifts 

could be found among them.ðThey then proceeded to the choice of an 

apostle, by private poll, and the lot fell, by unanimous consent, upon 

Elder Samuel Harris.  For the discipline of this high officer, the fol-

lowing rule is entered on the minutes, viz.: ñIf our messenger or apostle 

shall transgress in any manner, he shall be liable to dealing [with]  in any 

church where the transgression is committed, and the said church is in-

structed to call helps from two or three neighboring churches, and, if by 

them found a transgressor, a general council of the churches shall be 

called to restore or excommunicate him.ò They then proceeded to ordain 

him, according to the following method: 

The day being set apart as a fast day, we immediately proceeded 

to ordain him, and the hands of every ordained minister was laid 

on him. Public prayer was made by John Waller, E. Craig, and 

John Williams. John Waller gave a public charge, and the whole 

                                                 
1
 This was called an occasional association, for although they held an association 

almost every spring, yet it was a standing rule to have one session in each year, with the 

liberty to hold another occasionally when circumstances required it. 



Association gave him the right hand of fellowship. 

His work was to pervade the churches; to do, or at least to see to, the 

work of ordination, and to set in order things that were wanting, and to 

make report to the next Association. 

The discussion of this subject caused no little warmth on both sides. 

Jeremiah Walker first agitated it, and was supported by most of the 

preachers of popular talents, not without suspicion of vanity and ambi-

tion. The opposition was headed by Reuben Ford, followed by a nu-

merous party in the Northern District. Walker wrote a piece upon the 

subject, entitled Free Thoughts, etc., in which, as also in his arguments, 

both in Associations and private companies, he very ingeniously main-

tained that all the offices mentioned in the above texts were still in use. 

Mr. Ford also wrote a pamphlet in answer to Mr. Walker, in which he 

rebutted his arguments with considerable ability. Both these were read 

before the Association. The majority favoring Mr. Walkerôs system, an 

experiment was made. 

At an Association held for the Northern District this fall, John Waller 

and E. Craig were appointed apostles for the north side of the river. 

It is sufficient to inform our readers that this scheme did not succeed. 

Either the spirit of free government ran too high among the churches to 

submit to such an officer or the thing was wrong in itself, and, not being 

from God, soon fell. These apostles made their report to the next Asso-

ciation, rather in discouraging terms, and no others ever were appointed. 

The judicious reader will quickly discover that this is only the old 

plan of bishops, etc., under a new name. 

In the last decision it was agreed that the office of apostles, like that of 

prophets, was the effect of miraculous inspiration and did not belong to 

ordinary times. 

Both the Associations of this fall appointed their next session to be 

held at Manakin town, or Dover meetinghouse, the fourth Saturday in 

May, 1775. 

May 27, 1775.ðBoth Associations met by their delegates, at Dover 

meetinghouse.
1
 Letters from sixty churches were received, viz.: Twen-

ty-nine from the north and 31 from the south side of James River. 

Samuel Harris was chosen moderator, and John Waller and John Wil-

liams clerks. Only about 300, for both districts, are numbered as having 

been baptized since the last Association. This number, compared with 

what had been for years previously, proves that cold times were now not 

                                                 
1
 Situated in Goochland County, ten or twelve miles west of Richmond. 



 

 

only appearing, but actually arrived. The events which occurred at this 

and the succeeding session prove it more certainly. 

The following query first occupied their attention: 

ñIs salvation by Christ made possible for every individual of the 

human race?ò The debate on this query took up the whole of Monday. 

Every thinking man in the Association felt himself seriously interested. 

Most of them spoke to it, more or less. The weight of talents and influ-

ence seems to have been on the Arminian side. Samuel Harris, Jeremiah 

Walker, John Waller, and many other distinguished preachers stood 

forward and zealously, as well as ably, supported the argument in favor 

of universal provision. 

Talents and ingenuity were not wanting on the other side. William 

Murphy, John Williams, and E. Craig stood foremost in favor of a Cal-

vinistic solution. These supported by truth, or at least by the more gen-

erally received opinion among Baptists, obtained after a long and ani-

mated debate a small majority. This decision was on Monday afternoon 

immediately before an adjournment. That evening the Arminian party 

holding a consultation, determined to bring on the subject again the next 

day, and to have a determination whether their opinions upon this point 

should be a matter of bar to fellowship and communion. On Tuesday 

when they met, the business became very distressing. The Arminian 

party, having the moderator with them, withdrew out of doors. The other 

side also withdrew, and chose John Williams as moderator. Everything 

was then done by message, sometimes in writing and sometimes ver-

bally. 

After some time spent in this way, the following proposal was made 

by the Arminian party: 

Dear Brethren,ðA steady union with you makes us willing to be 

more explicit in our answer to your terms of reconciliation pro-

posed. We do not deny the former part of your proposal respecting 

particular election of grace, still retaining our liberty with regard 

to construction. And as to the latter part, respecting merit in the 

creature, we are free to profess there is none. 

Signed by order. 

Samuel Harris, Moderator  

To which the other party replied as follows: 

Dear Brethren,ðInasmuch as a continuation of your Christian 

fellowship seems nearly as dear to us as our lives, and seeing our 

difficulties concerning your principles with respect to merit in the 



creature, particular election, and final perseverance of the saints 

are in a hopeful measure removing, we do willingly retain you in 

fellowship, not raising the least bar. But do heartily wish and pray 

that God, in His kind providence, in His own time will bring it 

about when israel shall all be of one mind, speaking the same 

things. 

Signed by order, 

John Williams, Moderator  

These terms being acceded to on both sides, they again met in the 

meetinghouse and resumed their business. Their union was as happy as 

their discord had been distressing. 

It was determined that the two Associations should again unite at their 

next session, and that that should be at Du Puyôs meetinghouse,
1
 Pow-

hatan (then Cumberland) County, the second Saturday in August, 1775. 

It seems that one great object in uniting the two districts at this time 

was to strive together for the abolition of the hierarchy or church estab-

lishment in Virginia. The discontents in America, arising from British 

oppression, were now drawing to a crisis; most of the colonies had de-

termined to resist, and some went for independence. This was a favora-

ble season for the Baptists. Having been much ground under the British 

laws, or at least by the interpretation of them in Virginia, they were to a 

man favorable to any revolution by which they could obtain freedom of 

religion. They had known from experience that mere toleration was not a 

sufficient check, having been imprisoned at a time when that law was 

considered by many as being in force. 

It was therefore resolved at this session to circulate petitions to the 

Virginia Convention or General Assembly throughout the State in order 

to obtain signatures. The prayer of these was that the church establish-

ment should be abolished, and religion left to stand upon its own merits, 

and that all religious societies should be protected in the peaceable en-

joyment of their own religious principles and modes of worship. They 

appointed Jeremiah Walker, John Williams, and George Roberts to wait 

on the Legislature with these petitions. They also determined to petition 

the Assembly for leave to preach to the army, which was granted. 

Jeremiah Walker and John Williams, being appointed by this Asso-

                                                 
1
 This meetinghouse was that of old Powhatan church, called Du Puyôs after their 

pastor, John Du Puy.  Elijah Craig, Lewis Craig, Jeremiah Walker, and John Williams 

were appointed at the meeting to wait on the Convention with the petition to leave to 

preach to the army.  For the text of this Constitution, see Appendix to this volume. 



 

 

ciation, went and preached to the soldiers when encamped in the lower 

parts of Virginia. Not meeting with much encouragement, they declined 

it after a short time. 

They appointed the next Association to be held at Thompsonôs 

meetinghouse,
1
 Louisa County, on the second Saturday in August, 1776. 

They met accordingly, and letters from seventy-four churches were 

received, bringing mournful tidings of coldness and declension. This 

declension is accounted for by some of the letters as arising from too 

much concern in political matters, being about the commencement of the 

revolution. Others ascribe it to their dissensions about principles, etc. 

Both, doubtless, had their weight. After they met, John Waller was ap-

pointed to preach, and took his text 1 Corinthians 13th and 14nth. He had 

fully embraced the whole Arminian system, and was determined to 

preach it at every risk. Being called to account before the Association, he 

and all his adherents withdrew from the Baptists and immediately set up 

for independence. The result may be seen in his biography. This was an 

exceedingly sorrowful time. Waller was held high in estimation among 

the Baptists. Serious consequences might reasonably be expected. The 

Association, however, took such measures as were within their power to 

prevent unpleasant effects. 

It appears that it was agreed at this Association to divide into four 

districtsðprobably such a division as afterwards took place in 1783, 

viz., two south and two north of James River. But as this division was not 

permanent, we shall pursue the narrative by attending to the whole under 

one view, as if no such division had taken place. 

The first session for that district, which included Halifax. etc., was 

held at Fallôs Creek meetinghouse,
2
 Halifax County, first Saturday in 

November, 1776. 

Their next session was at Williamsôs Sandy Creek meetinghouse,
3
 the 

last Saturday in April, 1777. Of these sessions we could obtain no reg-

ular account 

By some means it happened that the districts were again united about 

this time. Being the height of the war, the Associations were but thinly 

                                                 
1
 The meetinghouse of Lower Goldmine church, of which David Thompson was 

then the pastor. 
2
 This church subsequently became known as County Line, their meetinghouse 

being near the line between Pittsylvania and Halifax counties. 
3
 Elder John Williams was pastor of Sandy Creek church, in Charlotte County. The 

situation of their meetinghouse we are unable, after many inquiries and much corre-

spondence, to ascertain. 



attended and little business done. 

Third Saturday in May, 1778, a General Association was held at 

Andersonôs meetinghouse, in Buckingham County. Letters from thir-

ty-two churches were received. William Webber, moderator; John Wil-

liams, clerk. 

A committee was appointed to inquire whether any grievances existed 

in the civil laws that were oppressive to the Baptists. In their report they 

represent the marriage law as being partial and oppressive. Upon which 

it was agreed to present to the General Assembly a memorial praying for 

a law affording equal privileges to all ordained ministers of every de-

nomination.
1
 

They appointed their next Association at Du Puyôs meetinghouse, 

Powhatan County, second Saturday in October, 1778. They met ac-

cording to appointment, and chose Samuel Harris moderator, and John 

Williams clerk. Letters from thirty-two churches were read. 

A committee of seven members were appointed to take into consid-

eration the civil grievances of the Baptists and make report. 

1st. They reported on Monday that should a general assessment take 

place, that it would be injurious to the dissenters in general. 

2nd. That the clergy of the former Established Church suppose 

themselves to have the exclusive right of officiating in marriages, which 

has subjected dissenters to great inconveniences. 

3rd. They therefore recommend that two persons be appointed to wait 

on the next General Assembly and lay these grievances before them. 

Jeremiah Walker and Elijah Craig (and in case of the failure of either, 

John Williams) were appointed to attend the General Assembly. 

Some rules for the government of Associations were formed at this 

session. In consequence of the warm dissensions that had taken place at 

some of the Associations a few years before this, combined with the 

ravages of war, the Associations were not so fully attended as they had 

been. From 60 and 70 churches, which usually corresponded, they had 

fallen to about 30 or 40. It seems that some had contracted unfavorable 

opinions of Associations, and wished them to be laid aside. This subject, 

being agitated at this session, produced the following entry: 

Resolved, That a society of churches combined to seek the mutual 

good of the whole is desirable; that it also promotes acquaintance among 
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 For the memorial addressed to the Assembly by the Association as adopted two 

years later at Sandy Creek meetinghouse on the subject of these resolutions, and the 

consequent act of the Assembly, see Appendix. 



 

 

brethren, and affords opportunity to consult respecting the best modes of 

counteracting national grievances. But Associations are not to interfere 

with the internal concerns of churches, except where their advice is re-

quested by any church, in the way of query. 

The next Association appointed the second Saturday in May, at Dover 

meetinghouse. 

On the second Saturday in May, 1779, the Association met at Dover 

meetinghouse, Goochland County, of which session we have no account. 

On the second Saturday in October, 1779, the Association met at 

Nottoway meetinghouse, Amelia County. Samuel Harris, moderator; 

Jeremiah Walker clerk. 

The report by Jeremiah Walker, as delegate to the General Assembly, 

was highly gratifying, upon which the following entry was unanimously 

agreed to be made: 

On consideration of the bill establishing religious freedom, 

agreed: That the said bill, in our opinion, puts religious freedom 

upon its proper basis; prescribes the just limits of the power of the 

State, with regard to religion; and properly guards against par-

tiality towards any religious denomination; we, therefore, heartily 

approve of the same, and wish it to pass into a law. 

Ordered, That this our approbation of the said bill, be transmitted to 

the public printers, to be inserted in the Gazettes. 

It seems that many of the Baptist preachers, presuming upon a future 

sanction, had gone on to marry such people as applied for marriage. It 

was determined that a memorial should be sent from this Association 

requesting that all such marriages should be sanctioned by a law for that 

purpose. The law passed accordingly. 

For a set of preachers to proceed to solemnize the rites of matrimony 

without any law to authorize them might at first view appear incorrect, 

and, indeed, censurable; but we are informed that they were advised to 

this measure by Mr. Patrick Henry as being the most certain method of 

obtaining the law. It succeeded. It is, however, still questionable whether 

this was not doing evil that good might come. 

The next Association was held at Wallerôs meetinghouse, Spotsyl-

vania County, the second Saturday in May, 1780. No account could be 

obtained of the proceedings of this session. The next was appointed to be 

at Sandy Creek meetinghouse, Charlotte County, second Saturday in 

October, 1780. 

They met at the time and place appointed. Samuel Harris, moderator; 



John Williams, clerk. Letters from only twenty-nine churches were re-

ceived. 

From the minutes it appears that some jealousy was still entertained 

respecting the power of Associations. In consequence of which an entry 

is made disavowing any authority over the churches. 

A letter was received from a committee of the Regular Baptists, re-

questing that a similar committee should be appointed by this Associa-

tion to consider national grievances in conjunction.
1
 This was done ac-

cordingly, and Reuben Ford, John Williams, and Elijah Craig were ap-

pointed. 

The third Thursday in November following was appointed a day of 

fasting and prayer, in consequence of the alarming and distressing times. 

The next Association was appointed at Andersonôs meetinghouse, 

Buckingham County, second Saturday in May, 1781. They met ac-

cording to appointment. About this time the British, under Lord Corn-

wallis, were marching through Virginia from the South, and were now at 

no great distance from the place of the Association. On this account there 

were but sixteen churches that corresponded. They chose William 

Webber moderator, and J. Williams clerk. After making some few ar-

rangements and appointing the next Association at Dover meetinghouse, 

Goochland County, the second Saturday in October, 1782, they ad-

journed. 

They met at Dover meetinghouse agreeably to appointment. Letters 

from thirty-two corresponding churches were read. William Webber, 

moderator; John Williams, clerk. 

Jeremiah Walker was appointed a delegate to attend the next General 

Assembly, with a memorial and petitions against ecclesiastical oppres-

sion. Robert Stockton attended the Association as a delegate from the 

Strawberry Association. 

The large number of churches and the great distance which many of 

their delegates had to travel rendered a General Association in Virginia 

extremely inconvenient, so that they would, probably long before this 

date, have divided into districts if they had not been held together by 

apprehensions of oppression from civil government. 

They could not make headway against their powerful and numerous 

opponents with any hope of success unless they were united among 
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 For the Memorial to the House of Delegates on the right of Baptist ministers to 

solemnize marriages, adopted at this meeting (October 16, 1780), see Appendix to this 

volume. 



 

 

themselves. In order to be all of one mind it was necessary that they 

should all assemble around one council board. For these reasons the 

General Association was kept up as long as it was. Finding it, however, 

considerably wearisome to collect so many from such distant parts, and 

having already secured their most important civil rights, they determined 

to hold only one more General Association, and then, dividing into dis-

tricts, to form some plan to keep a standing sentinel for political pur-

poses. In order to mature this plan for dividing into districts they agreed 

to have two spring Associations, one on the south side and one on the 

north side of James River. It was expected that the churches on each side 

would send delegates to the Associations in their respective districts. 

They then proceeded to appoint the Association
1
 at Du Puyôs meet-

inghouse, Powhatan County, second Saturday in October, 1783. The one 

on the south side was appointed at Nottoway meetinghouse, in Nottoway 

County, the second Saturday in May, 1783; the one on the north side, at 

Noelôs meetinghouse, in Essex County, the first Saturday in May, 1783. 

The first Wednesday in November was appointed a day of fasting and 

prayer, on account of the prospects of famine, and to avert the judgments 

of God on account of the increasing wickedness of the land. 

On the second Saturday in October, 1783, they met in General As-

sociation, according to appointment, and for the last time. Thirty-seven 

delegates, including most of the active preachers in Virginia, were pre-

sent. William Webber, moderator; John Williams, clerk. 

The following business was transacted in this Association: 

Resolved, That our General or Annual Association cease, and that a 

General Committee be instituted, composed of not more than four del-

egates from each District Association, to meet annually, to consider 

matters that may be for the good of the whole society, and that the pre-

sent Association be divided into four districtsðUpper and Lower Dis-

trictsðon each side of James River. 

A motion was made by John Williams, that as they were now about to 

divide into sections, they ought to adopt some confession of faith, by 

way of affording a standard of principles to subsequent times. They then 

agreed to adopt the Philadelphia Confession of Faith, upon the following 

explanations: ñTo prevent its usurping a tyrannical power over the 

consciences of any: We do not mean that every person is to be bound to 

the strict observance of everything therein contained, nor do we mean to 

                                                 
1
 This last meeting of the General Association was at Powhatan meetinghouse, 

Powhatan County. 



make it in any respect superior or equal to the Scriptures in matters of 

faith or practice; although we think it the best human composition of the 

kind now extant, yet it shall be liable to alterations whenever the General 

Committee, in behalf of the Associations, shall see fit.ò 

Reuben Ford and John Waller were appointed delegates to wait on the 

General Assembly with a memorial; then dissolved. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  

Containing a History of the General Co m-

mittee from Their First Session until Their 

Diss olution in 1799 
Circumstanced as the Baptists were at this period, it would have been 

the height of folly to have dissolved the General Association without 

substituting some other assembly capable of consulting and devising 

measures for the benefit of the whole connection. In most respects a 

meeting composed of representatives from the different Associations 

was preferable to the General Association. Being a small number, they 

could act more promptly; they would have fewer local matters, and 

could, therefore, devote their attention more intently to those of general 

concern; and lastly, there being three other Associations now in the 

State, besides the one called the General Association, these could unite 

in a General Committee and contribute their aid in measures interesting 

to all. 

The General Committee accordingly met for the first time on Satur-

day, October 9, 1784.
1
 Delegates from four Associations assembled. 

William Webber was appointed moderator, and Reuben Ford clerk. 

Of the plan of government the following are the only articles proper to 

be noticed: 

1. The General Committee shall be composed of delegates sent from 

all the District Associations that desire to correspond with each other. 

2. No Association shall be represented in the committee by more than 

four delegates. 

3. The committee thus composed shall consider all the political 

grievances of the whole Baptist Society in Virginia, and all references 

from the District Associations respecting matters which concern the 

Baptist Society at large. 

4. No petition, memorial or remonstrance shall be presented to the 

General Assembly from any Association in connection with the General 

Committee; all things of that kind shall originate with the General 

Committee. 

Under this constitution they proceeded to business. 
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 The author does not state, and we are in ignorance of where the general meeting 

took place. 



The law for the solemnization of marriage and the vestry law were 

considered political grievances. They also resolved to oppose the law for 

a general assessment and that for the incorporation of religious societies, 

which were now in agitation. 

A memorial to the General Assembly praying for a repeal of the 

vestry law and for an alteration in the marriage law was drawn and 

committed to the hands of the Rev. Reuben Ford to be presented to the 

next Assembly. 

Saturday, August 18, 1785.ðThe General Committee met a second 

time at Du Puyôs meetinghouse, Powhatan County. Delegates from four 

Associations were present. William Webber was chosen moderator, and 

Reuben Ford clerk. 

Reuben Ford
1
 reported that, according to the directions given him, he 

presented a memorial and petition to the honorable General Assembly; 

that they met with favorable reception; that certain amendments were 

made to the marriage law which he thought satisfactory.
2
 To this report 

the General Committee concurred. 

They were further informed that at the last session of the General 

Assembly a bill for a general assessment was introduced and had almost 

passed into a law; but when at that stage in which it is called an en-

grossed bill, a motion was made and carried that it should be referred to 

the next Assembly in order to give the people opportunity to consider it. 

The General Committee, as guardians of the rights of the Virginia 

Baptists, of course took up the subject and came to the following reso-

lution: 

Resolved, That it be recommended to those counties which have not 

yet prepared petitions to be presented to the General Assembly against 

the engrossed bill for a general assessment for the support of the teachers 

of the Christian religion, to proceed thereon as soon as possible; that it is 

believed to be repugnant to the spirit of the Gospel for the Legislature 

thus to proceed in matters of religion; that no human laws ought to be 

established for this purpose; but that every person ought to be left en-

tirely free in respect to matters of religion; that the holy Author of our 

religion needs no such compulsive measures for the promotion of His 
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 For notice of Reuben Ford, see biographical sketches at end of this volume. 

2
 The law respecting the celebration of marriages restricted the granting of licenses 

by the county courts to dissenting ministers to not more than four in each sect, to 

celebrate the rite within the limits of their counties only. The effect of the above 

amendments was to remove these unjust discriminations and to place dissenting min-

isters on the same footing as others. 



 

 

cause; that the Gospel wants not the feeble arm of man for its support; 

that it has made, and will again through divine power, make its way 

against all opposition; and that should the Legislature assume the right of 

taxing the people for the support of the Gospel, it will be destructive to 

religious liberty. 

Therefore, This committee agrees unanimously that it will be expe-

dient to appoint a delegate to wait on the General Assembly with a re-

monstrance and petition against such assessment. 

Accordingly, the Rev. Reuben Ford was appointed. 

It was then consulted, whether it would not be desirable to establish 

among the Baptists some uniform mode for the solemnization of mar-

riage. Upon which it was resolved to adopt and recommend the form laid 

down in the Common Prayer-Book, leaving out a few exceptionable 

parts; and that it be printed together with the catechism entitled Milk for 

Babes.
1
 

Saturday, August 5, 1786.ðThe next meeting of the General Com-

mittee was held at Andersonôs meetinghouse, Buckingham County. 

Delegates from five Associations assembled. 

Reuben Ford, who was appointed to wait upon the Assembly with a 

memorial and petition against the bill for a general assessment, reported 

that he waited on the House of Assembly according to appointment; that 

the law for assessment did not pass, but on the contrary, an act passed 

explaining the nature of religious liberty. 

This law, so much admired for the lucid manner in which it treats of 

and explains religious liberty, was drawn by the venerable Thomas Jef-

ferson. It may be found in the 29th page of the Revised Code of the 

Virginia laws. 

The committee concurred in the report and declared themselves well 

pleased with the law above mentioned. 

Here let us remark that the inhibition of the general assessment may, 

in a considerable degree, be ascribed to the opposition made to it by the 

Baptists, for it is stated by those who were conversant with the pro-

ceedings of those times, that the reference made to the people, after the 

bill was engrossed, was done with a design to give the different religious 

societies an opportunity of expressing their wishes. The Baptists, we 

believe, were the only sect who plainly remonstrated.
2
 Of some others, it 
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 It is much to be deplored that this, or some other form of religious instruction for 

children, has not been in more common use among the Baptists.ðAuthorôs note. 
2
 The firm and united stand made by the Baptists against the general assessment bill 

occurred at a most critical juncture in the struggle for religious freedom, and when the 



is said, that the laity and ministry were at variance upon the subject, so as 

to paralyze their exertions either for or against the bill. These remarks, 

by the by, apply only to religious societies acting as such. Individuals of 

all sects and parties joined in the opposition. 

The General Committee then went into the consideration of a law for 

the incorporation of the Episcopal society, and thereby vesting certain 

property in them. Upon this subject they wrote: 

Resolved, That petitions ought to be drawn and circulated in the 

different counties and presented to the next General Assembly, 

praying for a repeal of the incorporating act, and that the public 

property which is by that act vested in the Protestant Episcopal 

Church be sold and the money applied to public use, and that 

Reuben Ford and John Leland attend the next Assembly as agents 

in behalf of the General Committee. 

The schism which took place among the Regular and Separate Bap-

tists soon after their rise in Virginia had never been, as yet, entirely re-

moved, although a very friendly intercourse had been occasionally kept 

up among them. 

The time was now at hand when all differences and party spirit was 

about to be forever wiped off. The Ketocton or Regular Baptist Associ-

ation sent delegates to this General Committee, and they were received 

upon equal footing with those from the other Associations. This gave 

rise to the following recommendation: 

It is recommended to the different Associations to appoint del-

egates to attend the next General Committee for the purpose of 

forming an union with the Regular Baptists. 

Friday, August 10, 1787ðThe fourth session of the General Com-

mittee was held at Dover meetinghouse, in Goochland County. Dele-

gates from six Associations assembled.
1
 

The Rev. Messrs. Ford and Leland, who were appointed to wait on the 

General Assembly, reported that according to their instructions they 

_______________________________ 
other religious bodies which had been their allies in the contest were now wavering, or 

opposing them. Their action at this period, reinforced by the powerful support of James 

Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and George Mason, forms one of the brightest chapters in 

the history of Virginia.For the famous statute referred to above as ñexplaining religious 

liberty,ò see Appendix at the end of this volume. 
1
 There were only six associations at this time in the State, so that all were repre-

sented.ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

presented a memorial praying for a repeal of the incorporating act; that 

the memorial was received by the honorable house, and that that part of 

the said act which respected the incorporation of the Protestant Episco-

pal Church as a religious society, and marking out the rules of their 

procedure, was repealed; but that that part which respected the glebes, 

etc., remained as it was. 

Whereupon the question was put whether the General Committee 

viewed the glebes, etc., as public property. By a majority of one they 

decided that they were. They did not, however, at this time send any 

memorial to the General Assembly. 

Agreeably to appointment the subject of the union of Regular and 

Separate Baptists was taken up, and a happy and effectual reconciliation 

was accomplished. 

The objections on the part of the Separates related chiefly to matters 

of trivial importance, and had been for some time removed as to being a 

bar of communion. On the other hand, the Regulars complained that the 

Separates were not sufficiently explicit in their principles, having never 

published or sanctioned any confession of faith; and that they kept 

within their communion many who were professed Arminians, etc. To 

these things it was answered by the Separates that a large majority of 

them believed as much in their confession of faith as they did them-

selves, although they did not entirely approve of the practice of religious 

societies binding themselves too strictly by confessions of faith, seeing 

there was danger of their finally usurping too high a place; that if there 

were some among them who leaned too much towards the Arminian 

system they were generally men of exemplary piety and great usefulness 

in the Redeemerôs kingdom, and they conceived it better to bear with 

some diversity of opinion in doctrines than to break with men whose 

Christian deportment rendered them amiable in the estimation of all true 

lovers of genuine godliness. Indeed, that some of them had now become 

fathers in the Gospel, who previous to the bias which their minds had 

received had borne the brunt and heat of persecution, whose labors and 

sufferings God had blessed, and still blessed to the great advancement of 

His cause. To exclude such as these from their communion would be like 

tearing the limbs from the body. 

These and such like arguments were agitated both in public and pri-

vate, so that all minds were much mollified before the final and suc-

cessful attempt for union. 

The terms of the union were entered on the minutes in the following 

words, viz.: 



The committee appointed to consider the terms of union with our 

Regular brethren reported that they conceive the manner in which 

the Regular Baptist confession of faith has been received by a 

former Association is the ground-work for such union. 

After considerable debate as to the propriety of having any confession 

of faith at all, the report of the committee was received with the fol-

lowing explanation: 

To prevent the confession of faith from usurping a tyrannical 

power over the conscience of any, we do not mean that every 

person is bound to the strict observance of everything therein 

contained; yet that it holds forth the essential truths of the Gospel, 

and that the doctrine of salvation by Christ and free, unmerited 

grace alone ought to be believed by every Christian and main-

tained by every minister of the Gospel. Upon these terms we are 

united; and desire hereafter that the names Regular and Separate 

be buried in oblivion, and that, from henceforth, we shall be known 

by the name of the United Baptist Churches of Christ in Virginia.  

This union has now (1809) continued upwards of twenty-two years 

without any interruption. The bonds of union are apparently much 

stronger than at first. It is quite pleasing sometimes to find that members 

and even ministers of intelligence among the Baptists have manifested a 

total unacquaintance with the terms Regular and Separate, when they 

have been occasionally mentioned in their company. From this it is plain 

that all party spirit is now laid aside, and that it was a union of hearts as 

well as parties. 

It is worthy of remark that this conjunction of dissevered brethren 

took place at a time when a great revival of religion had already com-

menced, and not far from the time when it burst forth on the right hand 

and the left throughout the State. Some of our readers will impute this to 

a providential interference of God, disposing the hearts of His people to 

love and peace in order to prepare them for the day of His power. Others 

will say rather the work having already begun, a revival of true religion 

always tends to open the hearts of the friends of God and makes them 

stretch the robe of charity so as really to cover a multitude of faults. 

Whether to the one or the other, or to both these causes maybe ascribed 

the accommodating temper of the two parties, certain it is that nothing 

could be more salutary. The ointment poured upon Aaronôs head was not 

more savory; the dew on Hermon was not more fructifying than is the 

union of brethren; it is there ñeven where love reigns,ò that the Lord 



 

 

commands His blessingðlife eternalðlife forevermore. 

The next General Committee met at Williamsôs meetinghouse,
1
 

Goochland County, Friday, the 7th of March, 1778. Delegates from four 

Associations attended. 

The religious-political subjects which were taken up at this session 

were: 

1. Whether the new Federal Constitution, which had now lately made 

its appearance in public, made sufficient provision for the secure en-

joyment of religious liberty; on which, it was agreed unanimously that, 

in the opinion of the General Committee, it did not. 

2. Whether a petition shall be offered to the next General Assembly, 

praying for the sale of the vacant glebes. After much deliberation on this 

subject, it was finally determined that petitions should be presented to 

the next General Assembly, asking the sale of the vacant glebes, as being 

public property; and accordingly four persons were chosen from the 

General Committee to present their memorial, viz.: Eli Clay, Reuben 

Ford, John Waller, and John Williams.
2
 

3. Whether a petition should be offered to the General Assembly, 

praying that the yoke of slavery may be made more tolerable. Referred to 

the next session. 

It appears from the minutes of this session that letters had been re-

ceived from the Rev. Asa Hunt, of Massachusetts, and the Rev. Lemuel 

Powers, of New York State, proposing a correspondence between the 

General Committee and the Northern Associations, to which proposal 

the General Committee readily agreed, and appointed Mr. Leland to visit 

as many of them as he could conveniently. Letters of correspondence 

were also prepared. Hopes were entertained by some, about this time, of 

forming a general meeting, to be composed of delegates from all the 

States in the Union. Such a plan, however desirable, was never put into 

practice. 

The first proposal for publishing ñA History of the Rise and Progress 

of the Baptists in Virginiaò was made at this session. 

The next session of the General Committee was at Du Puyôs meet-

inghouse, August the 11th, 1788. Delegates from five Associations at-
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 The place of this important meetinghouse of the General Committee was in the 

upper part of Goochland County, near the Louisa line.  John Waller was pastor of the 

church at the time. 
2
 The memorial was presented, and similar memorials and petitions continued to be 

presented to the Legislature from the General Committee until 1799, when they gained 

their object.ðAuthorôs note. 



tended. 

The question whether a memorial should be sent to the General As-

sembly at their next session respecting the glebe lands was taken up; 

whereupon it was resolved that the business should be entrusted to the 

care of Elders Leland, Waller, and Clay, to be left discretionary with 

them to present a memorial or not, as they might think best. On exam-

ining the papers directed to the General Committee at this session,
1
 it 

was found that a letter was received from Rev. James Manning, presi-

dent of Providence College, in Rhode island, recommending and en-

couraging the Baptists of Virginia to erect a seminary of learning. This 

subject was, of course, taken up, and they came to the following deci-

sion, viz.: 

Resolved, That a committee of five persons on each side of 

James River be appointed to forward the business respecting a 

seminary of learning; accordingly Samuel Harris, Eli Clay, Sim-

eon Walton, and David Barrow were appointed on the south, and 

Robert Carter, John Waller, William Fristoe, John Leland, and 

Reuben Ford on the north side of said river. 

Resolved, That Samuel Harris, John Williams, Simeon Walton, 

John Leland, Henry Toler, and Lewis Lunsford
2
 be appointed to 

collect materials for compiling and publishing a History of the 

Baptists in Virginia, and report to the next General Committee. 

The next General Committee met in Richmond, August 8th, 1789. 

Delegates from seven Associations met. Samuel Harris, moderator; 

Reuben Ford, clerk. At this session letters and minutes of correspond-

ence were received from various quarters. The usefulness of the General 

Committee in keeping up a correspondence and intercourse among the 

Baptists throughout the United States was inconceivable. From Georgia 

to Massachusetts they were known, and received occasionally from 

some, and statedly from others, letters, minutes and other indications of 

fellowship. So that, if a general union of men, embarked in the same 

heavenly cause, could be esteemed desirable, then ought we to esteem 

the General Committee as an institution founded in wisdom. 
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 The General Committee at this meeting adopted an address to General Washing-
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Appendix. 
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The committee for the promotion of a seminary of learning, appointed 

last year, was continued, with the alteration of a few persons. 

Sundry persons were also added to those appointed last year for the 

collection of documents for printing ñA History of the Rise and Progress 

of the Baptists in Virginia.ò 

The propriety of hereditary slavery was also taken up at this session, 

and after some time employed in the consideration of the subject, the 

following resolution was offered by Mr. Leland and adopted: 

Resolved, That slavery is a violent deprivation of the rights of 

nature and inconsistent with a republican government, and there-

fore recommend it to our brethren to make use of every legal 

measure to extirpate this horrid evil from the land; and pray Al-

mighty God that our honorable Legislature may have it in their 

power to proclaim the great Jubilee, consistent with the principles 

of good policy. 

Those who had formerly gone under the name of Regulars sent a letter 

to this General Committee, remonstrating against some things licensed 

among that part of the Baptists formerly called Separates. To which an 

answer was sent by the General Committee, which proved satisfactory. 

At this General Committee was Joshua Barnes, a preacher, who was 

born blind. As the God of nature would be merciful, whenever he de-

prives any of His creatures of one natural endowment He commonly 

doubles their capacity in something else. Mr. Barnes properly possessed 

the most singularly retentive memory as to anything he heard, especially 

what was read to him, of any other man living. He would preach a long 

sermon and quote an uncommon number of texts of Scripture to prove 

his points, of which he would always tell both chapter and verse. He was 

an excellent preacher and a very pious man. He was a native and resident 

of North Carolina, but traveled much in Virginia. He died in the year 

1796. 

The select committee appointed for compiling a History of the Bap-

tists in Virginia reported that they had proceeded so far therein as to find 

a foundation laid for entering on the said work. 

Resolved, therefore, That the Rev. John Leland and John Wil-

liams be recommended by the General Committee to engage in 

compiling the said History, and that the brethren hitherto engaged 

in collecting materials do furnish the said compilers as far as they 

can, and that the profits arising from the work be wholly to the 

compilers. 



The business respecting a seminary of learning was referred to the 

next General Committee. 

The next General Committee met at Nuckolôs meetinghouse, 

Goochland County, May 14, 1791. Delegates from seven Associations 

were enrolled. 

The first business in which they engaged was to consider whether 

they had not departed from their former plan. This question produced a 

long debate. It was determined that they had deviated from their original 

plan; that the original design of the General Committee was only to 

consider religious-political grievances and to seek for redress. 

Resolved, therefore, That that part of the third article which 

contains these words, ñAnd all references from the District Asso-

ciations respecting matters that may concern the whole body,ò be 

struck out. 

Considering that neither the Associations nor the General Committee 

ever pretended to anything more than the power of giving advice, this 

decision was certainly very injudicious. What possible mischief, it may 

be asked, could arise from receiving references from the Associations 

respecting matters of a general nature? It would seem to an impartial 

mind to be the surest road to uniformity and, consequently, to harmony 

and peace. This decision, or something else, proved fatal to the rising 

prosperity of the General Committee, for from that session it began to 

decline, and so continued until it was finally dissolved in the year 1799. 

Having thus cramped themselves, they proceeded to the consideration 

of other matters. The memorial against the glebes, etc., was the only 

business before them. 

This session of the General Committee was the fullest and the most 

respectable of any that had ever been held in Virginia, there being an 

assemblage of the greatest Baptist preachers residing within the State, 

besides two or three from Georgia, who in point of talents might be 

honorably compared with any in any part of the world. These were the 

Rev. Silas Mercer
1
 and the Rev. Jeremiah Walker,

1
 of the latter of whom 

                                                 
1
 Elder Mercer removed from Halifax County, N.C., to Wilkes County, Ga., about 

the year 1775. He was accompanied on this visit to Virginia by his son Jesse, then a 

young preacher of great promise, in the twenty-second year of his age. The father and 

son conducted a tour of preaching through various parts of the State during this visit, 

and were heard in many places by vast audiences. The son became ñthe most distin-

guished and influential Baptist minister ever reared in the State of Georgia,ò and the 

most liberal patron of the university which bears his name. 



 

 

much has already been said. These two men, although agreed upon the 

point of baptism, and therefore both Baptists, were much at variance 

upon the doctrines of free will and free grace; or as they are sometimes, 

by way of distinction, called Calvinism and Arminianism. Mr. Mercer 

was a decided Calvinist, and Mr. Walker as decided an Arminian; 

though it must be confessed that neither of them carried their system to 

such extremes as they have been carried by many. Mr. Mercer denied the 

doctrine of eternal reprobation, and Mr. Walker acknowledged that of 

imputed righteousness. In the General Committee each had a respectable 

party, though the Calvinistic side was much the largest. It is hard to say 

which of the two had the advantage in point of talents. They were both 

men of superlative original genius, and neither had the advantage of a 

classical education, to remedy the defect of which each of them had 

applied himself to reading, though at somewhat a late period of life, and 

it is not easy to determine which of the two was most advanced in the 

knowledge of books. As it respected address, either in or out of the 

pulpit, Walker had greatly the superiority. His manners in private com-

panies were exceedingly engaging. Gentle, affable, polite, familiar yet 

dignified; he was, in a word, everything that could encourage the 

backward or soothe the irritable. His conversation was sensible and ju-

diciously adapted to those with whom he was conversing. He was by no 

means urgent or positive in supporting his opinions, but would ply his 

competitor with strong arguments, as if they were pearls thrown before 

him, which he might gather up as his own or leave them; and it is 

probable few men could make gewgaws look more like jewels than 

Jeremiah Walker. His was a sweetened dose. In the pulpit, although 

Walker possessed but little oratorical fire (at least in his last days), yet he 

was singularly entertaining. When Walker preached there were few 

listless hearers. 

Mercer, on the other hand, both in his countenance and manners, had 

considerably the appearance of sternness; and to feel quite free in his 

company it was necessary to be well acquainted with him. He seldom 

talked on any other subject except religion; and when in company with 

young preachers, or those who might question his doctrine or his opin-

ions, his remarks chiefly turned on polemical points. He was indefati-

gable in striving to maintain his points, and for this purpose would hear 

any and all objections that could be raised, and would then labor assid-

_______________________________ 
1
 Elder Walker was at this time the leader of the General Baptists of Georgia, 

comprised of those who sympathized with his Arminian views. This was his last visit to 

Virginia prior to his death, the year following,ortt September 20th. 



uously to remove them. His arguments, however, neither in private nor 

public, were ever dressed with oratorical ornament. He did not aim at it. 

Indeed, he did not seem to wish it. He spoke and acted like one who felt 

himself surrounded by the impregnable bulwarks of truth, and therefore 

did not wish to parley. Regardless of the mountings of his armor, his 

whole attention was occupied in wielding it well, and in assuring himself 

and others that it was made of durable metal. He seemed to be afraid of 

marring the real splendor of his diamonds by a fictitious glistening. 

Having thus shortly portrayed these two men as they appeared to us 

when in Virginia in 1791, we will give some account of their measures to 

support their opinions while with us.  

Mercer, being on the popular side, was chosen to preach on Sunday. 

Walker, with some difficulty, obtained leave to preach on Monday. 

Mercer went fully into the arguments tending to illustrate and prove his 

system. He was masterly, indeed. He spoke as one having authority. 

His sermon left deep and durable impressions. Walker also defended 

his principles in an ingenious and masterly manner. Feeling himself 

measurably pressed down by the popular current, he could not display 

the same bold and commanding spirit as his competitor felt. He was, 

however, by no means deficient in close and forcible arguments. From 

the General Committee they both traveled and preached extensively 

through the State, creating wherever they went much conversation and 

agitation of mind among the people. Walker published a pamphlet enti-

tled ñThe Fourfold Foundation of Calvinism Examined and Shaken.ò It 

was certainly no mean performance, and was thought to have made 

temporary impressions upon many strong Calvinists. Mercer also had 

books upon the contested points, but not of his own composition. The 

ultimate consequence of this investigation of principles was a decrease 

of Arminianism among the Baptists of Virginia, and a much greater 

uniformity in the doctrines of grace. Some were thought also, after these 

events, to have pushed the Calvinistic scheme to an Antinomian ex-

treme. 

Their next meeting was at Tomahawk meetinghouse, Chesterfield 

County, May 13, 1792. Delegates from nine Associations met. 

It was now made a question whether the last General Committee had 

not cramped themselves by the amendment to the constitution, in the 

third article. In order to decide this point a committee was appointed to 

frame a solution, which, after some amendments, was in the following 

words, vtz.: 



 

 

After maturely deliberating on a variety of circumstances, your 

committee suppose that the business of the General Committee is to 

consider all the political grievances of the whole Baptist Society in 

Virginia and all references from Associations, as also other cir-

cumstances which evidently relate to the external interest of the 

whole body of Baptists, and no other concerns whatever. 

This explanation of the power of the General Committee is certainly 

very obscure. It is still doubtful how far their power extended, seeing 

various constructions might be put upon the import of the words ñex-

ternal interest.ò But the most obvious impropriety exists in the pro-

ceedings of this and the last General Committee upon this subject. The 

General Committee for 1791 alters the constitution by which it exists; 

that of 1792 alters it again, and almost, if not altogether, brings it back to 

status quo. Now it may be asked, Can it be proper for any Assembly who 

derive their powers, not from themselves, but from some other source, to 

abridge or enlarge those powers without consulting those from whom 

they originated? The constitution having been either directly or indi-

rectly sanctioned by all the Associations composing the General Com-

mittee, no alteration could rightly be made without their approval. If it 

were otherwise, it would be perfectly needless to have any constitution, 

as they would be no longer bound by any part offensive to themselves 

than the time it would take to alter it. Frequent changes in any institution 

invariably tend to lessen its stability. 

The old question, respecting the glebes and churches, as it was gen-

erally called, of course was taken up, and fell into its usual channel. At 

this session several books, designed for publication, were offered to the 

General Committee in order to obtain their sanction. This was granted. 

This is one of many ways in which the meeting might be useful. To bring 

a book, designed for publication, immediately before a public assembly, 

in order to gain their approval, would be impracticable; but a general 

meeting might be useful, by appointing a standing committee for the 

purpose of examining anything intended for the press which directly 

concerns the honor and interests of the Baptists. This select committee 

might make a report stating the outlines of the book, according to which 

the general meeting could properly give or withhold their recommenda-

tion; this would probably, on the one hand, give currency to such tracts 

as possess merit; while, on the other hand, it might happily suppress such 

as would do injury to the cause of God and truth. 

The General Committee continued to be held at the usual time of year, 

at the following places, viz.: 1793 Muddy Creek meetinghouse, Pow-



hatan County; 1794 at Winnôs meetinghouse, Hanover County; 1795 at 

Roundabout meetinghouse, Louisa County; 1796 at Du Puyôs meet-

inghouse, Powhatan County; 1797 at Upper King and Queen meeting-

house, King and Queen County; 1798 at Buckingham Old Church, 

Buckingham County; 1799 at Wallerôs meetinghouse, Spotsylvania 

County, where they agreed to dissolve. During this period an unrea-

sonable jealousy of their exercising too much power was often mani-

fested, both by Associations and individuals. This, added to some other 

causes, produced a gradual declension in the attendance of members as 

well as a nerveless languor in the transaction of business. The remon-

strance respecting glebes, &c., was the only business which excited no 

jealousies, and that was the only matter which was ever completed after 

the year 1792. 

The business respecting a seminary of learning was, in 1793, com-

mitted to the hands of the Rev. John Williams and Mr. Thomas Read, of 

Charlotte, who reported the following plan: That fourteen trustees be 

appointed, all of whom shall be Baptists; that these at their first meeting 

appoint seven others of some other religious denomination; that the 

whole twenty-one then form a plan and make arrangements for execut-

ing it. This scheme was proceeded in so far as to appoint the whole of the 

trustees, who had one or two meetings, in which advances were made 

towards maturing the plan. But apprehensive that they should not be able 

to procure sufficient funds, with some other discouragements, they fi-

nally abandoned it. The compilation of a history of the Virginia Baptists 

having been committed wholly to the hands of Mr. Williams, after Mr. 

Lelandôs removal, he, after making no inconsiderable progress in col-

lecting documents, in consequence of the decline of his health, found 

himself under the necessity of resigning his trust. This he did in a letter to 

the General Committee in 1794. The Committee received his resigna-

tion, and resolved to decline it for the present. 

The last act of the General Committee was to recommend to the As-

sociations to form a plan for a general meeting of correspondence to 

promote and preserve union and harmony among the churches. Of this 

meeting a short account may be found in the following chapter. 



 

90 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: 
The Origin and History of the General 

Meeting of Correspondence. 
May, 1800, delegates met at Lyleôs meetinghouse

1
 from several As-

sociations for the double purpose of revising the Confession of Faith and 

as a convention to form a constitution for a general meeting. The busi-

ness was committed to a select committee. On Monday morning the 

constitution, as prepared by the select committee, was reported and re-

ceived. The great jealousy which had been expressed by the Associa-

tions respecting the General Committee, put the Convention so much 

upon their guard that in forming the constitution they almost gave 

themselves nothing to do. Their business, if it could properly be called 

the business of a meeting, was to collect and publish useful pieces, 

somewhat in the nature of a magazine, which was to be sold to defray its 

own expense. The advantages resulting from a general intercourse of the 

Associations in Virginia were so obvious that its friends were willing to 

have a meeting upon any terms which would accomplish that end. It 

must have been foreseen that unless they could be employed in some-

thing which might be thought beneficial, the meetings would be but 

thinly attended. But few could be found willing to travel long distances 

without having any other business, except that of seeing each other and 

communicating the good or evil tidings which everyone brought with 

him. Accordingly the meetings were attended by but few for several 

years.  

Only three Associations, viz., Dover, Goshen, and Albemarle, 

adopted the constitution at first. When they met from year to year, 

nothing being prepared for the press, little else was done than to regulate 

the internal concerns of the meeting and appoint the time and place of the 

next. So dragged on the General Meeting of Correspondence, until May, 

1807, when they met at Buckingham Old Church, in Buckingham 

County. Delegates from four Associations met (Appomattox having 

fallen in). Likewise the Roanoke sent a messenger to gain information, 

not having as yet determined. This meeting, finding from experience the 

improbability of ever carrying the first constitution into effect, resolved 

to form a new one;
2
 such as they in their judgments, believed to be for 

                                                 
1
 Lyleôs meetinghouse, in Fluvanna County, five miles north of the courthouse. 

2
 By this constitution they could take up any matter, previously decided on, in any 



the good of the cause, and not merely with a view to adapting it to the 

suspicious minds of a few leading characters, who were perhaps actuated 

by upright though mistaken motives. In order to give full time for the 

investigation of this new constitution, the next General Meeting was 

fixed on the fourth Saturday in October, 1808. 

Accordingly, on the above date, the General Meeting assembled at 

Bethel meetinghouse,
1
 in Chesterfield County. Six Associations had 

adopted the new constitution and sent their delegates, viz., Dover, Go-

shen, Albemarle, Appomattox, Roanoke, and Meherrin. 

The former moderator being absent by death, Robert B. Semple was 

chosen moderator, and Reuben Ford clerk. The General Meeting took up 

the following business: The propriety of offering an address to Mr. 

Thomas Jefferson, President of the United States, who, having served his 

country faithfully for many years, was now about to retire from public 

life. The address was unanimously voted and sent on; to which the 

President returned an immediate answer. (See Appendix.) It also ap-

peared from some late publications that the Baptists in Virginia had been 

misrepresented as to their sentiments respecting human learning. It was 

determined at this meeting to rebut this calumny by publishing a few 

remarks on that subject in the form of a circular letter, which was ac-

cordingly done. 

The Philadelphia Association, a short time before this, had published 

their centurial sermon, the author of which had written on that he had 

reserved 150 or 200 copies of that sermon for the disposal of the General 

Meeting, as a present to them. At this meeting harmony and peace 

reigned. The preaching and the public exercises generally appeared to 

have the divine smiles. It was an encouraging meeting. 

The next General Meeting of Correspondence was held at Tarwallet 

meetinghouse,
2
 October 28, &c., 1809. Delegates from five Associations 

_______________________________ 
Association.ðAuthorôs note. 

1
 Bethel church, still a member of the Middle District Association, have their 

meetinghouse near the line of the Richmond and Danville counties. 
2
 Tarwallet meetinghouse, where this meeting of the Committee was held, was near 

Cumberland Courthouse. The Committee continued in existence until June 7, 1823, at 

which time, in the Second Baptist church, Richmond, the General Association was 

formed with R. B. Semple moderator, and William Todd clerk. There were fifteen 

delegates in attendance. There were in the State at the time about 40,000 Baptists, white 

and colored, and twenty District Associations. J.B. Jeter and Daniel Witt were ap-

pointed missionaries at this first meeting of the Association. The annual gatherings of 

this body became popularly termed in subsequent years ñthe June meetings.ò 



 

 

assembled.
1
 

The same moderator and clerk were chosen as last year. Two subjects 

were brought forward at this meeting, which, if ever matured, must 

greatly conduce to the future happiness of the Baptists as a religious 

society: The religious education of children and the establishment of 

some seminary or public school to assist young preachers to acquire 

literary knowledge. 

The first was disposed of by recommending to parents the use of 

catechisms, and especially one lately published for use of the Baptist 

Society; and the other, by appointing two persons to acquire information 

and digest a plan for such a seminary. 

In the following and all the tables of the Association there are a few 

cases in which no positive information could be had, particularly re-

specting the time of the constitution of churches, and their number at 

constitution. In such cases our informants made their statements to the 

best of their recollection. 

                                                 
1
 The constitution of the General Meeting of Correspondence had now been adopted 

by a majority of Associations in the State, but from some cause, several failed to 

meet.ðAuthorôs note. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  

The History of the Proceedings of  

the Dover Association. 
In our history of the General Association the reader will find that in 

1783 they divided into four districts, of which two were on the south and 

two on the north side of James River, called the Lower and Upper Dis-

tricts, &c., fixing their boundaries on the north side, from Manakin town, 

on James River, in a straight line by Fredericksburg to the Potomac. The 

two on the north side, it appears, agreed to meet together once a year, and 

to hold besides one separate session in each district.
1
 

The minutes for 1784 and 1785 have not been procured. In Novem-

ber, 1786, they met at Ground-Squirrel meetinghouse, in Hanover 

County. William Webber was chosen moderator, and Reuben Ford clerk. 

The only business of general application transacted at this session was 

the solution of the following query: How is ordination legally per-

formed? 

Answer. ñA presbytery of ministers are fully empowered to ordain 

any faithful man properly recommended, whom they shall judge able to 

teach others; and that ministers shall be subject to ministers with regard 

to their call to the ministry and the doctrines they preach. The church 

where the minister is a member shall take cognizance of his moral 

character.ò 

This decision, though founded in reason and Scripture, gave umbrage 

to some, who indulged strong jealousies respecting ministerial influence, 

and who held that a call from a church was sufficient ordination. In 

consequence of this opposition, the subject was again introduced into the 

Dover Association in the year 1792, to our history of which the reader is 

referred. 

October 12, 1787.ðThey met again at the Factory,
2
 in Westmoreland 

                                                 
1
 These separate associational meetings seem to have been held in the early sum-

mer.  A manuscript journal kept by Richard Dozier, of Westmoreland County, has the 

following entry with reference to one of these meetings in 1786: ñAssociation held at 

the Middle meetinghouse in Northumberland; began on Saturday, June 3
rd
, and con-

tinued till Monday following.  I went Sunday and returned home Monday night.  Four 

preachers there, vis., Toler, Saunders, McLane, and Lunsford.  About 2,000 people 

present.ò 
2
 The Factory was a meeting-place in the bounds of Nomini church, situated on the 

road from the Hague to Warsaw, not far north of Morrisôs run. The manuscript journal 



 

 

County. Letters from twenty-one churches were received. Many local 

matters were taken up and decided. The preaching at this Association 

was warm and heart-searching. Some who were there speak of it as a 

very precious season. Such is always the case when God is about to re-

vive His work. 

October 8, 1788.ðThe next and last session of the united districts 

was at Burrisô meetinghouse, in Caroline County. Twenty-one churches 

corresponded. After attending to a great deal of local business, they 

agreed to finally divide.
1
 To the Lower District they agreed to attach the 

name Dover, and Orange to the Upper. 

May 16, 1789.ðThe Dover Association met at Upper King and 

Queen meetinghouse. Letters were received from twenty-one churches. 

This being the time of the great revival, almost throughout the district, 

the letters teemed with the most glorious intelligence. This Association 

was attended by preachers from various quarters of the State. Their la-

bors, by day and by night, were abundantly blessed. The souls of saints 

were comforted, and many, very many, sinners were won over to Christ. 

It was a blessed time. At this Association, as well as at several before and 

after this, the perplexing question with regard to the marriage of slaves 

was introduced. The Association resolved that the state of the slaves of 

Virginia was of so singular and delicate a nature that no general rule 

could apply. They therefore advised the churches to adapt their pro-

ceedings to the nature of each case in the most prudent way. 

October 16, 1789.ðThe Association met at Kilmarnock meeting-

house,
2
 in Lancaster County. Seventeen churches corresponded by let-

ters, in which very refreshing news is communicated. The revival was 

still progressing. Many hundreds had been baptized in the course of the 

year. No business of importance was entered upon. 

May 1, 1790.ðThey met at Hoar Swamp meetinghouse,
3
 Henrico 

County. Letters from nineteen churches were received. The revival, it 

appeared from the letters, had subsided in a considerable degree. The 

preaching and other religious exercises at this Association were ex-

_______________________________ 
of Richard Dozier, under date of October 11, 1787, mentions Elders Ivison Lewis and 

William Mullin as ñon their way to the Factory, where the Association meeting begins 

next day (Friday).ò 
1
 The Lower District held several meetings separate from the other, but they were 

thinly attended, and but little was done.ðAuthorôs note. 
2
 The principal meeting place of Morattico church, near the village of Kilmarnock. 

3
 Situated in the lower end of Henrico County, about fifteen miles below Richmond. 

The name early disappeared from our list of churches. 



ceedingly pleasant to the pious who were present. 

A matter that had produced considerable confusion in some parts of 

the Association was now considered, viz., whether baptism ñwas valid 

when administered by an unordained person.ò To which the Association 

replied: ñThat in cases where the ordinance had been administered in a 

solemn and religious manner, that it might be considered as valid, and 

that persons so baptized might be admitted as members of the church 

upon hearing and approving their experience.ò 

October 9, 1790.ðThey met at Diamond meetinghouse, in Essex 

County. Letters from twenty-nine churches were received, which speak 

of pleasant times. The only business of a permanent nature transacted at 

this Association was the decision of the following query: Is a minister in 

duty bound to serve a church that does not support him? It was answered 

in the negative.   

The correctness of this decision has since been much questioned. 

Is the union of pastor and church merely a contract between them as 

parties? If it is, then the decision is correct; but if assuming the pastoral 

care of a church partakes of the nature of a vow to God, as well as a 

contract with the church, then the minister is bound to discharge the 

duties of a pastor until he has satisfactory evidence that God has ex-

empted him from such duties and designs him for some other place. The 

non-compensation of ministerial services is not sufficient proof that God 

does not will his further labors in such a place, seeing many ministers 

have been highly favored of God in places where they have received 

little or no compensation from their hearers. The best conclusion, 

therefore, is that although the church is censurable for withholding from 

the pastor his just right, yet the pastor is bound to God, and has His 

promise that he that trusts in Him shall want no good thing. 

The circular letter on justification, by Mr. Toler, was much approved, 

and was ordered to be printed with the minutes. This is the first instance 

of the minutes of the Association being printed. 

October 8, 1791.ðPursuant to appointment the Association met at 

Kingston meetinghouse, Mathews County.
1
 Letters from twenty-seven 

churches were received. They give no pleasing accounts of revivals, but 

hold forth a state of peace and tranquility among the church. 

October 13, 1792.ðThe Association met at Bruington meetinghouse, 

King and Queen County. Letters from twenty-five churches were re-

ceived. By them it appeared that in Dover District the harvest was past 

                                                 
1
 Now called the Matthewôs meetinghouse.ðAuthorôs note. 



 

 

and the summer ended. Coldness and languor were generally com-

plained of. The great revival had now subsided and the axe of discipline 

was laid at the root of the tree. Many barren and fruitless trees were al-

ready cut down. In many of the churches the number excluded surpassed 

the number received. The Association, however, was full. Great crowds 

attended the preaching, and it was doubtless a happy season to Godôs 

children. 

Among other business of less note, the subject of the ordination of 

elders, or church officers, was taken up at this Association. A question 

had been agitated for some years, whether ordination ought to be by the 

imposition of the hands of a presbytery or plurality of elders (the mode 

commonly practiced in Virginia), or whether a solemn call from a church 

was not sufficient. 

On the part of the advocates of ordination without the imposition of 

hands, it was argued that churches were acknowledged to be independ-

ent, but if they could not obtain the full services of a minister, unless he 

had been previously examined and ordained by a presbytery, their in-

dependence was so far destroyed; that churches were better judges what 

gifts would suit them than presbyteries could be; that the imposition of 

hands mentioned in the Scriptures was with a view to miraculous and not 

common gifts; and lastly, that it had the appearance of being governed 

too much by forms. 

To these arguments it was answered that the New Testament did 

surely sanction the practice of laying on of hands in some cases where no 

miraculous consequences did ensue; that although the imposition of 

hands was a form, yet it was a significant form used in all ages of the 

Christian Church for the purpose of consecrating or setting apart persons 

for holy offices; that baptism and the Lordôs supper were also external 

forms, but being significant and sanctioned by the Word of inspiration, 

they were owned and blessed to the church; that it was true that churches 

were, and ought to be, independent, to a proper extent, but this inde-

pendence did not authorize them to ordain officers contrary to revelation, 

unless they were independent of God also; that no minister or deacon 

was imposed upon them but by their own consent; that although a church 

might judge better than a presbytery what suited her, it was not reason-

able that those who had not exercised a public gift should be so com-

petent to judge of public gifts as those who had. 

After the subject had been investigated for years at different times and 

in different ways, it was finally decided in this Association in favor of 

the imposition of hands. After this very little was ever said about it. 



The purchase of lottery tickets was considered by this Association as 

a species of gaming, and not sufferable in members of churches. 

October 12, 1793.ðThey met at Glebe Landing meetinghouse, in 

Middlesex. Most of the letters complained of cold times. The only 

business of a general nature which occupied their attention was the 

recommending that rules for family discipline and the instruction of 

youth should be formed. This, however, has never as yet gone fully into 

operation. It was at this session that a church in the city of Williamsburg, 

composed wholly of black people, or rather people of color, was ad-

mitted into the Association. They have continued ever since to send their 

delegates.  

It was in this year that the pestilential fever prevailed to such a dis-

tressing extent in the city of Philadelphia. The Association, believing it 

to be a judgment of God, appointed a day of fasting and prayer to dep-

recate His wrath. 

At this Association the preaching was uncommonly animating; the 

business was conducted with much harmony, and all parties, pleased 

with the interview, separated from each other in love and peace. The 

circular letter was written by Mr. Lunsford on the covenant of grace. 

October 11, 1794.ðThey again met at Nomini meetinghouse, 

Westmoreland County, according to appointment. Nothing of a singular 

or general nature was transacted at this time. The letters said nothing of a 

revival, but of the contrary. The preaching, debates, conversation, &c., 

were all apparently calculated to do permanent good as well as to min-

ister immediate gratification. It was a feast to the Lordôs family. The 

circular letter was written on the ñNature of Associations,ò from which a 

quotation has been already made. 

October 10, 1795.ðThe next session was at Four-Mile Creek meet-

inghouse, Henrico County. No business was transacted worthy of notice. 

From first to last of the meeting everything went on agreeably. The 

circular letter was written by Elder Reuben Ford on the duty of ministers, 

deacons, and churches. The writing of the circular letter on this subject 

arose from this circumstance: A very worthy and useful minister had 

undertaken to discharge some public office, by which he was much 

hindered from his ministerial duties. It was supposed that the reasonable 

demands of his family made it necessary, he having been neglected by 

the church. The letter was composed with a view to stimulate churches, 

ministers, and deacons to a regular performance of their duties to each 

other. The next Association was appointed at the Lower College meet-

inghouse, in King William County. 



 

 

October 8, 1796.ðMet agreeably to appointment. Nothing important 

was attended to. There were no angry disputations, no whisperings, no 

parties; but after friendly debates, there were most commonly unani-

mous decisions. The circular letter was composed on the religious edu-

cation of children, which subject was also taken up upon the following 

query: How ought the religious education of children to be conducted? 

Answer. By the use of catechisms; and we recommend for the present 

such as may be judged useful. 

A committee
1
 was also appointed to compose a suitable one for the 

use of the members of the Association. The next Association was ap-

pointed at Bestland meetinghouse, in Essex County. 

October 14, 1797.ðMet agreeably to appointment. Elder John Le-

land, from New England, attended. His preaching and conversation at 

this Association were highly entertaining, as well as instructing, espe-

cially to young and inexperienced ministers. At this session nothing but 

business of a local nature called their attention. The circular letter for this 

Association was written by Elder Reuben Ford, without any appointed 

subject. The Association met in peace, continued in love, and parted with 

sorrow and hope. 

October 13, 1798.ðThe next Association met at Mathews meeting-

house, Mathews County, according to appointment. The letters did not 

detail anything very interesting. The business was altogether local, ex-

cept as to the following query: What is the opinion of the Association 

concerning the washing the saintsô feet? 

Answer. We do not consider the washing of feet an ordinance of the 

Gospel, but an act of entertainment, and being a servile act, appears to 

have been enjoined by Christ, to be observed by his disciples, as a token 

of humility, and may include any other act usually performed by serv-

ants. 

The circular letter was written upon the subject of fasts. As usual, it 

was a time of love to Godôs people. The next Association was appointed 

at Hickory Neck meetinghouse, James City County. 

October 12, 1799.ðThey met according to appointment. The letters 

of correspondence seemed now to afford more pleasing accounts. The 

day-star began to dawn. Great revivals were in embryo. The place of this 

meeting was inconvenient to a majority of the churches; in consequence 

                                                 
1
 The author of this history was a member of this committee, and a catechism pub-

lished by him in 1809 was undertaken in conformity with the resolution adopted by the 

above meeting. The work is mentioned with high commendation in the sketch of its 

author in Virginia Baptist Ministers. 



of which there was not so full a representation of the churches as at some 

other Associations. It was also thought that the congregations were not 

so large as they usually were on such occasions. The business of the 

Association, which was entirely local, was, however, conducted har-

moniously. The circular letter was written on the connection between 

pastors and churches.
1
 The next Association was appointed at Nuckolôs 

meetinghouse, Goochland County. 

October 11, 1800.ðThey met according to appointment. Good news 

and glad tidings now saluted the ears and hearts of the pious. Glorious 

revivals were spoken of in most of the letters. So pleasing was the in-

formation that the Association resolved to decline printing for the pre-

sent the circular letter written by the directions of the last Association, 

and now to draw up an account of the revival, which was accordingly 

done. Nothing singular or general was transacted at this Association. It 

was a time of life, love, and peace. The next Association was appointed 

at Mattaponi meetinghouse, King and Queen County. 

October 10, 1801.ðThey met according to appointment. From the 

letters it was learned that the revivals spoken of last year were still glo-

riously going on, and some new ones begun. At this Association the 

preaching and other religious employments seemed to have singular 

effects. The souls of Christians were enlivened, and although for many 

years the Association at all her meetings had experienced uninterrupted 

harmony and peace, it must be admitted that the religious enjoyment at 

this rather surpassed that of any other. 

A good deal of local, but no general business occupied the attention of 

the Association. The circular letter was written upon the use and abuse of 

spirituous liquors. The reason for taking up this subject is obvious to any 

who know the state of civil society. The next Association was appointed 

at Nomini meetinghouse, Westmoreland County. 

October 9, 1802.ðThey met according to appointment. By the letters 

it appeared that the revivals in some places were rather on the decline; in 

others new ones were commencing. Upon the whole the cause of god-

liness was progressing. At this Association an attempt was made to es-

tablish a uniformity among the churches, in holding their church meet-

ings. Some churches admitted to their church meetings, even for disci-

pline and government, all the members of the church, male and female, 

bond and free, young and old. Others admitted all male members, 

                                                 
1
 This circular letter was from the pen of Elder James Greenwood, and is preserved 

in McGillôs History of the Rappahannock Association, page 106. 



 

 

whether slaves or free. By experience this plan was found vastly in-

convenient. The degraded state of the minds of slaves rendered them 

totally incompetent to the task of judging correctly respecting the busi-

ness of the church, and in many Churches there was a majority of slaves; 

in consequence of which great confusion often arose. The Association at 

Mattaponi directed that the subject should be treated in a circular letter.
1
 

The letter argued and advised that although all members were entitled to 

the privileges, yet that none but free male members should exercise any 

authority in the church. The Association, after some debate, sanctioned 

the plan by a large majority. Nomini meetinghouse stands in the North-

ern Neck, quite inconvenient for a majority of the churches. The Asso-

ciation was of course not so full as usual, but as usual it was an agreeable 

time. The next Association was appointed at Upper King and Queen 

meetinghouse, King and Queen County. 

October 8, 1803.ðMet according to appointment. By the letters we 

learn that in some churches times were very pleasing; but in others very 

much the reverse. A subject, long a matter of debate among the Baptists 

of Virginia, was debated and settled at this Association, viz., the pro-

priety of preaching funeral sermons. A query had been introduced into 

the Association the year before, and it was made the subject of the cir-

cular letter. The sentiments of the letter were, that preaching funeral 

sermons and funeral ceremonies generally were matters of perfect in-

difference, and could have neither good nor evil in them; but that things 

of indifference could be turned by bad men to bad purposes, and it was 

equally obvious that good men, when it was in their power, could, and 

ought to direct them to good purposes; that the Gospel ought to be 

preached on all occasions when there was a hope of its doing good; that 

preaching over the dead was a kind of invitation to go to the house of 

mourning where the living might lay it to heart. These, with some other 

arguments of less weight, seemed to clear up most of the doubts. The 

letter was received with an almost unanimous vote. 

In this Association an animated debate took place on the propriety of 

passing church censures upon members who will not contribute a rea-

sonable proportion to the expenses of the church. The decision was that 

no censure ought to pass on that account. The subject was, however, 

resumed the ensuing year, and the decision was given in the following 

words: 

                                                 
1
 The letter was the joint work of Elders R.B. Semple and J. Greenwood, and is 

preserved in McGillôs History of the Rappahannock Association, page 110. 



We never doubted but that according to the Gospel it was the 

duty of every member of the church to contribute to the expense of 

the church according as the Lord had prospered him; but we 

supposed it might be productive of disagreeable consequences if 

the church undertook to judge of the ability of members and to 

censure or approve them. 

At this Association times were agreeable, so far as respected religious 

employment, but the happiness of many was somewhat lessened by a 

practice which had long prevailed, more or less, at Associations and 

great meetings, but which here arose to a very distressing height, viz., the 

selling of spirituous liquors by wicked and worthless persons, in con-

sequence of which many who were so unprincipled and wicked as not to 

restrain themselves became intoxicated, and of course disorderly. 

Warned by these events, measures have been taken by the Association, 

since the above period, to prevent such abuses, and they have been as 

successful as could be expected in such a case. The next Association was 

appointed at Four-Mile Creek meetinghouse, Henrico County. 

October 18, 1804ðThey met according to appointment. From the 

letters it appears that no revival existed in any church, but from some 

there were considerable expectations.  Several matters of a general and 

important nature occupied the attention of the Association at this meet-

ing, viz., ñThe Confession of Faith, The History of the Baptists in Vir-

ginia, the appointment of Union Meetings, and a Remonstrance against a 

law of Virginia respecting night meetingsðall of which will be noticed 

in other places of this work.  About this time, the Baptists in this Asso-

ciation received a grievous wound in the wretched apostasy of one 

Thomas Bridges, who had been a preacher of some celebrity, but was 

now convicted and sent to the penitentiary for horse-stealing.  The 

friends of Zion mourned, not because the foundation of God was shaken, 

or could be shaken, but because the cause of truth was too plausibly, 

though fallaciously, reproached. To obviate the evil as much as possible, 

the circular letter was written upon the subject of religious apostasy.
1
 It 

was thought that good effects arose from it. The next Association was 

appointed at Bruington meetinghouse, King and Queen County. 

October 12, 1805.ðThey met according to appointment. By the let-

ters of correspondence the Association was informed of great and good 

news from several parts. In most of the churches in the lower end of the 

                                                 
1
 This letter, prepared by Elders Semple and Greenwood, is preserved in McGillôs 

History of the Rappahannock Association, page 113. 



 

 

district, between Rappahannock and James Rivers, there were previous 

revivals. In some, several hundred had been baptized. The preaching and 

other religious exercises at the Association were correspondent with this 

heavenly news. It was a time of feasting upon fat things. No business 

whatever of a singular and general nature was transacted, except that 

some attention was paid to the history noticed in the last. Elder Toler, 

according to appointment, produced a most excellent circular letter on 

the subject of brotherly love. The next Association was appointed at 

Grafton meetinghouse, York County. 

October 11, 1806.ðThey met according to appointment. Information 

was received that a great and glorious work of God was going on in the 

Northern Neck. Most of the churches in this quarter participated more or 

less; but Nomini, under the care of Mr. Toler, was superlatively favored. 

The business which occupied the attention of this Association was al-

together local. The Association was not so full as usual, being in an ec-

centric place; but those who did go said it was good for them that they 

were there. The circular letter was written on the place and object of 

good works. The next Association was appointed at Wareôs meeting-

house, King and Queen County, which, on account of the pressure of 

business, was appointed to hold four days. 

October 11, 1807.ðThey met according to appointment. No new 

revivals are spoken of in any of the letters. In some places where revivals 

had been a few years past, they speak of distressing times; that the love 

of many was waxing cold. There must be a fanning time as well as a 

harvesting time. The Association, according to last yearôs appointment, 

continued four days. Some business of a general, and much of a local 

nature occupied their attention. The year 1806 was a year of great 

drought; and crops of corn were uncommonly scanty, insomuch that 

many poor people suffered for the necessaries of life. In the time of the 

drought most of the Baptist churches appointed and observed fast days. 

The crops of the year 1807 were uncommonly plentiful. The Associa-

tion, taking this matter into consideration, determined to appoint a 

thanksgiving day.
1
 The circular letter, appointed to be written upon the 

nature of sanctification, by Elder Toler, was read and approved by a 

majority; but supposing that the investigation of a subject, sufficiently 

settled on the main points and too intricate on subordinate ones to expect 

unanimity, would produce no good effect, it was determined not to print 

                                                 
1
 This day was uniformly observed throughout the district, to the great satisfaction 

of almost all sorts of people.ðAuthorôs note. 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































